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ABSTRACT 

In the 1980s and 1990s important demographic, 
economic, and social changes will affect the nation's schools, 
families", and workplaces. In anticipation of these developments, 
there is renewed interest in formal educational attainment and basic 
academic skills. A concerted national effort to address the current 
crisis in basic skills development would advance the nation's goals 
in several important ways. This paper attempts to show how inadequate 
basic skills are intertwined with problems of youth employment and 
with dropping out of school, out-of-wedlock parenting, welfare 
dependency, and the decline in work-force productivity. The first 
section examines relationships among macroeconomic trends, individual 
earnings, family-formation patterns, and educational achievement. The 
second explores the basic skills crisis, presenting evidence that 
inadequate skills are an underlying cause of poverty and economic 
dependency, and identifying the intergenerational causes and 
consequences of inadequate basic skills. The third section presents a 
conceptual framework for thinking about the problem, describes 
effective programs, outlines a system for improving the quality of 
current programs and the accountability of the institutions involved, 
and identifies weaknesses in the nation's current educational and 
training institutions and systems. The final section suggests an 
agenda for future action. Appendices discuss the Armed Forces 
Qualification Test, the results of various; literacy tests 
administered to individuals at different levels of educational 
attainment, and the effects of basic skills on earnings. Tables and 
figures illustrate the data. (BJV) 
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Foreword 



The United States has a two-pronged system of social welfare — one 
designed for labor-force participants and the other for those who do 
not work. For workers, a combination of employee benefits and gov- 
ernment social insurance programs provides protection against the risks 
of illness, disability, and unemployment and also sets aside funds for 
income maintenance and health coverage during the retirement years. 
Nonworkers, mainly children, the disabled, and the elderly, are sus- 
tained by a governmental safety-net program. Except for low-income 
single parents with young children, able-bodied, working-age adults 
are expected to work and thereby provide for their needs. 

Does this social welfare system, designed in large part in the 1930s, 
provide sufficient protection for Americans as they are about to enter 
the twenty-first century? Have significant holes developed in the fabric 
of social piotection, and, if so, is society willing to pay for mending 
them? Has the changing composition of the U.S. population, specif- 
ically the increase in the elderly and single-parent families, altered the 
premises on which the system was built? Why is there such a per- 
sistently high level of poverty, in good times and bad, and can anything 
be done to correct it? Can more be done to help the troubling number 
of American children who experience at least some poverty in their 
growing-up years? 

These are some of the questions that the Ford Foundation set out 
to answer when in 1985 it launched a wide-ranging inquiry into al- 
ternative approaches to providing social insurance and welfare services, 
taking into account changes in the economy, in the family and work, 
and in the nation's age profile. Called the Project on Serial Welfare 
and the American Future, the inquiry is led by a twelve-member ex- 
ecutive panel of citizens representing the business, academic, civil 

vii 
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rights, and labor communities.* Chairman of the panel is Irving S. 
Shapiro, until recently a member of the Foundation's Board of Trustees 
and a former chief executive officer of the du Pont Company. 

In the course of its inquiry, the panel has commissioned a number 
of research reports and convened sessions of social policy experts to 
discuss approaches to such interrelated topics as health care, retirement 
and pension policy, poverty and welfare policy, and public and private 
social welfare programs. For one of the sessions, in September 1986, 
the panel Invited leading scholars and practitioners in the field of 
poverty and welfare to discuss the policy implications of their work. 
They were asked to address three topics: the diverse and interrelated 
causes of poverty, the consequences of poverty for individuals and 
society as a whole, and whether the safety-net and training programs 
developed since the 1930s are appropriate for fighting poverty in the 
1980s and beyond. 

Together with several specially commissioned research reports, the 
papers offer an unusually comprehensive picture of why people are 
poor and what has been and might be done about it. For this reason, 
the Foundation has decided to publish them. The first two, issued in 
November 1987, were David T. Ellwood's review of our various in- 
come-maintenance programs and Judith M. Gueron's paper on how 
the welfare system might be reformed. Now Gordon Berlin and Andrew 
Sum analyze the links between inadequate basic skills and a variety 
of social problems, from dropping out of school to unemployment to 
welfare dependency. Other papers will follow. The views expressed 
in the papers are the authors' own and do not necessarily reflect those 
of members of the executive panel or of the staff and board of the 
Ford Foundation. 

V/e are grateful to the authors for taking time out from their busy 
schedules to set down their thoughts on a complex range of issues. 
Together, they have made a useful contribution to the current debate 
over social welfare policy. 

Franklin A. Thomas 

President 

Ford Foundation 



* Members of the panel arc listed on page iii. 
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Introduction 



In the 1980s and 1990s important demographic, economic, and social 
changes will affect the nation's schools, families, and workplaces. In 
anticipation of these developments, there is renewed interest in formal 
educational attainment and basic academic skills. The National Com- 
mission on Excellence in Education titled its report on the need for 
educational reform A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational 
Reform.^ The Panel on Adolescent Pregnancy and Childbearing of the 
National Research Council warned that the nation and its children are 
^'risking the future." Noting that "inadequate basic skills, poor em- 
ployment prospects and the lack of successful role models . . . have 
stifled the motivation of many to . . . avoid pregnancy," the panel 
placed its highest priority on preventing adolescent parenting by en- 
hancing young people's life options.- In Strategy for U.S. Industrial 
Competitiveness, the Committee for Economic Development argued 
that the quality of education, especially at the pre-collcge level, will 
determine the ability of the labor force to adapt to changes resulting 
from nciw productivity-enhancing technologies. «^ 

Each of these reports focuses on a critical and seemingly distinct 
national problem — inadequate schools, teenage parenting, and eco- 
nomic competitiveness. Yet they contain a common theme — the im- 
portance of basic academic skiUs. In this paper, we argue that a 
concerted national effort to address the current crisis in basic skills 
would advance the nation's goals in several important ways. 

Why are basic skills important? Because those with better basic 
skills — defined as the ability to read, write, communicate, and com- 
pute — do better in school, at work, and in other key areas of their 
lives. They are more likely to perform well in school, obtain a high 
school diploma, go on to and complete college, work more hours, earn 
higher wages, be more productive workers, and avoid bearing children 
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out of wedlock. Conversely, those who are deficient in basic skills are 
more likely to be school dropouts, teenage parents, jobless, welfare 
dependent, and involved in crime. Moreover, in an interdependent 
world economy, ihe skills of the nation's work force are becoming an 
increasingly important deterninanl of American industry's competitive 
position, workers' real wages, and our overall standard of living. In 
short, basic skills bear a distinct relation to the future well-being of 
workers, families, firms, and the country itself. 

Fortunately, improving the basic academic skills of American youth 
is a problem we can do something about. But we must know where 
to begin. Thus far, we have but dimly understood the problem. We 
have decried the **rising tide of mediocrity" in our schools without 
understanding the sources or consequences of that mediocrity. We have 
wrongly attributed the cause of poor achievement to the lack of innate 
ability rather than lack of effort. We have called for voluntary tutors, 
as if the nation's literacy problem was predominantly one of people 
who cannot read at all, when it is rather a problem of low levels of 
functional literacy and critical reasoning. We have worried about our 
ability to compete (*'Can America Compete?"), often looking to global 
rather than domestic causes.'* In fact, hardly a day passes without some 
newspaper or magazine referring to the competitiveness issue or to the 
ineptitude of our schools or to the ineffectiveness of our training pro- 
grams. But clichds and assertions will not lead to right action. The 
first step is to understand the problem in its full complexity anc* the 
complete range of its economic and social implications. 

This paper attempts to show how inadequate basic academic skills 
are intertwined with problems of youth employment and with dropping 
out of school, out-of-wedlock parenting, welfare dependency, and the 
decline in woii-force productivity growth. The first section examines 
relations among macroeconomic trends, individual earnings, family- 
formation patterns, and educational achievement. The second explores 
the basic-skills crisis, presenting evidence that inadequate skills are an 
underlying cause of poverty and economic dependency, and identifying 
the intergenerational causes and consequences of inadequate basic 
skills. The third part presents a conceptual framework for thinking 
about the problem, describes effective programs, outlines a system for 
improving the quality of current programs and the accountability of 
the institutions involved, and identifies weaknesses in the nation's 
current educational and training institutions and systems. The final 
section suggests an agenda for future action. 
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opments signaled the transition from twenty-six years of sustained real 
wage growth to fifteen years of wage stagnation.^ 

!t is worth noting that the economists who talked about this stag- 
nation measured good or bad times according to wages and annual 
earnings rather than unemployment. Although unemployment has sym- 
bolized hard times since the Great Depression of the 1930s, rising real 
wager are increasingly important in the long i*un, since they signal 
rising productivity and affluence and act as a cushion in difficult times. 
If real wages are low, the unemployment of the primary earner may 
mean sudden poverty, but if real wages are high, a family may have 
adequate savings to get along for a few months. Real wages also 
determine how much purchasing power the average family has and 
thus its standard of living — the type of house it can afford, the number 
and quality of cars, recreational opportunities, the type of college 
education the children will get, and so forth. And, of course, a rising 
standard of living is the ultimate goal of economic growth. 

Yet if real wages are to rise, the productivity of workers must also 
grow. During the twenty-six-year period from 1947 to 1973 labor 
productivity in ihe private sector — the amount of output produced by 
each worker per hour — grew at an annual rate of 2.5 percent to 3.0 
percent.*^ With each worker producing more, real wages grew at about 
3 percent a year. After the confluence of imlucky events that occurred 
in 1973, productivity growth rates in the nonfarm business sector fell 
precipitously to less than 1 percent a year.*^ As a result, real wage 
growth stagnated in most cases, and for many workers real wages 
actually declined." 

As Frank Levy has shown, the best way to understand what these 
developments have meant for American workers is to track the median 
real earnings of a typical man as he aged from forty to fifty in three 
different ten-year time periods.'^ In the pre- 1973 period, despite the 
fact that most of his major promotions were behind him. Levy's typical 
man would almost inexorably see his real earnings grow 25 to 30 
percent every ten years. At that time, unemployment rates were rel- 
atively low, labor productivity was steadily rising, and real wages and 
earnings followed suit. Levy imagines his typical worker on an "up- 
escalator." He was not necessarily doing any better than his neighbors, 
but he was always doing better personally. If he lost his job but 
eventually got another one, it would not be very long before he was 
back at his previous level on the escalator. 
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But what happened after 1973? If Levy's typical man had the 
misfortune of aging from forty to fifty in the ten-year period from 1973 
to 1983, his circumstances were very different. Rather than seeing his 
real earnings increase by 30 percent or so in those ten years, he saw 
them decline by 14 percent (see Figure 1). By the end of the decade, 
he had 44 percent less real income than he would have expected to 
have in any other postwar decade. 

This ''bad times" view of the economy of the 1970s may seem 
somewhat contradictory. Even though real wages and earnings were 
declining and the growth of real Gross National Product (GNP) per 
hour of work was rising more slowly, real GNP— the total value of 
the final goods and services produced by the economy adjusted for 
inflation— actually grew at 3.0 percent during the 1970s, a rate that 
even exceeded that of the 1950s. This rate of growth was well in excess 
of that of the population (1.0 percent). As a result, real GNP per man, 
woman, and child (per capita) was also growing. 

How can we explain the paradox of a growing overall economy in 
the face of declining real wages? Part of the answer lies in the ingenuity 
of the American people. They kept their standard of living up even 
while individual real wages were falling by doing the following four 
things: they postponed marriage , both spouses entered the labor market. 

Figure 1 Average ten-year real income gains for 
men passing from age 40 to age 50, U.S., 1950-1983 




Year 

Source: Frank Levy, Dollars and Dreams {^qw York: Basic Books, 
1987). 
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they had fewer children, and they went into debt.*^ With two or more 
people working per family and fewer children, families could maintain 
a high standard of living, even though the real earnings of their primary 
wage earner were declining. Thus, during the 1970s real GNP per 
worker basically remained unchanged, even though real GNP per per- 
son was growing. Taking into account lost leisure time, home output, 
and increased debt, these families were not living as well as their 
parents who had more children and frequently only one adult family 
member working. But the strategies of the 1970s and early 1980s had 
two important limitations: only two-parent families could take advan- 
tage of them, and they could use them only once. If all available 
earners are working and if a family already has fewer children, yet 
real wages continue to stagnate or fall, then few options remain for 
maintaining their standard of living.*** As the Republican governor of 
Indiana, Robert D. Orr, put u in an address to the state legislature: 

We are a nation under economic attack and unprepared for the rigors of 
iniernaiional competition. If we do not do something now to become 
competitive, the next generation will become the first in fifteen generations 
of Americans to inherit a standard of living lower than thai of their 
parents.'*^ 

Looking back, there is little wonder that, given the lack of growth 
in productivity and real income, many job-training programs were able 
to produce only modest increases in earnings or that the poverty rate 
slopped falling as it had, from 22 percent in 1959 to 11 percent in 
1973. In fact, after 1973 the poverty rate began to increase, at first 
gradually and Ihen more dramatically during the 1980 and 1982 reces« 
sions, reaching 15.2percenlby 1983 before falling back to 14.0 percent 
in 1984 and 13.6percem by 1986. 

If overall productivity does not pick up significantly — and it has 
not, primarily because of lags in the service sector rather than in the 
manufacturing sector — real wages, and thus our standard of living, 
will fail to rise to any substantial degree, especially in the face of 
competition from low-wage countries. Given the preponderance of 
while-collar and service jobs in the service industries, improvements 
in productivity will have to be generated largely by more efficiency 
in these occupations. As Lester Tliurow, dean of the Sloan School of 
Management, has noted: 

To get American productivity growing again white-collar workers and 
service workers are going to have to be at the forefront of the productivity 
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revolution. Gelling iheni ihere is going lo be a nianagemeni and socio- 
logical challenge of ihe firsi niagniiudeJ'^ 

Schooling, Skills, and Earnings 

Young workers, especially ihosc with limited education, were hurl ihe 
most by this nearly fifleen-year period of real earnings stagnation. If 
we compare the real median incomes of five different age groups at 
two points in time, 1973 and 1984, we see that although all workers 
suffered some decline in earnings, younger workers experienced the 
greatest declines. Young male adults (ages twenty to twenty-four) in 
1984 had real median incomes that were one-third less than young 
adults of the same age group eleven years earlier.* Because of their 
greater seniority, more mature male workers, who had more work 
experience and were less susceptible to declines in employment in 
goods-producing sectors, were better able to retain their real in- 
comes.*^ As a result, the older a group, the less its members suffered 
(see Table I). 



Table 1 Trends in real median incomes of males 

20-64 years old in the United States, 1973-84, by 
age subgroup (in 1984 dollars) 

Real Median 

Income ($) _ ^ ^, 
Percent Change 

Age Group 1973 1984 1973-84 



20-24 


12.052 


8.046 


-33.2 


25-34 


23.576 


18.093 


-23.3 


35-44 


28.114 


24.566 


-12>6 


45-54 


27.275 


24.389 


-9.8 


55-64 


22.323 


19.527 


-12.5 



Note: The median income data pertain only to those men with an 
income during each calendar year. The Consumer Price Index- 
All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) was used to convert 1973 incomes 
into 1984 dollar equivalents. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, 
Series P-60, No. 97 and No. 151. 



* To understand the dimensions of these problems. \vc focus on trends m male earnings 
patterns because the> are not confounded b> the radical changes in labor force 
participation that occurred among women in the 1970s. ' 
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As alarming as these numbers are, they understate the problem 
since they exclude young men with no reported incomes, and the 
proportion of young men, especially young black men, without in- 
comes or earnings has grown significantly J*^ For example, in 1973 
only 7.3 percent of all twenty- to twenty-four-year-old males reported 
no earnings: by 1984, 12 percent of all twenty- to twenty-four-year- 
olds had no earnings. This rise was not the result of college students 
failing to seek employment. Rather it was the failure of males with 
limited education to obtain any employment whatsoever. Among black 
dropouts in this same age group in 1973, only 14.2 percent reported 
no earnings, but by 1984 a whopping 43 percent reported no earnings.-^ 

Educational attainment was a second key determinant of who suf- 
fered most from the wage stagnation of the 1970s and early 1980s. 
Again, although nearly all males were adversely affected, within each 
age group males with the least education experienced the largest de- 
clines in mean earnings. For example, a comparison of the real mean 
earnings of twenty- to twenty-four-year-old high school dropouts in 
1973 with a similar cohort in 1984 shows that annual earnings declined 
by 4 1 .6 percent, from $1 1 ,2 10 to $6,552, while earnings of high school 
graduates, those with some college, and those with a B.S. or B.A. 
degree declined by a smaller amount; "^O. 1 percent, 26. 1 percent, and 
1 1.0 percent, respectively (see Table 2). For those who worked, these 
declines in real earnings were the result of fewer hours and weeks of 
employment as well as lower hourly wages. 

Although the real mean earnings of black dropouts and high school 
graduates declined nearly twice as much as those of whites or His- 
panics, young black male college graduates raised their earnings by 
16.3 percent during this period. Considering that white and Hispanic 
college graduates' earnings declined, this was a remarkable accom- 
plishment. This finding of a sharp divergence between the mean in- 
comes of college-educated black males and those of their less educated 
counterparts is not unique to the twenty- to twenty-four-year-old age 
group. It holds true for black males twenty-five to twenty-nine and 
thirty to thirty-four years old as well. William Julius Wilson, Martin 
Kilson, and others have noted that this growing inequality in the earn- 
ings of blacks with sharply different levels of education is contributing 
to the rise of two Americas among young black families, a black 
underclass and a black middle class. 
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Table 2 Trends in the real mean annual earnings of 20- to 24- 
year-old males, 1973-84, by educational attainment and race/ethnic 
group (in 1984 dollars) 



Real Mean 
Earnings ($) 

of All (20-24) % Ciiange in Earnings, 1973-84 



Education 


1973 


1984 


All 


White 


Black 


Hispanic 


No diploma 


IL2I0 


6.552 


-41.6 


-38.7 


-61.3 


-38.6 


H.S. graduate 


14.342 


10.020 


-30.1 


-26.1 


-52.2 


-28.1 


Some college 


12.386 


9,153 


-26.1 


-22.0 


-50.3 


-31.6 


College grad. 


13.970 


12.443 


-11.0 


- 12.2 


+ 16.3 


-14.9 



Note: Earnings data pertain onl> to those t\vent>- to twent>-four->ear-old males who 
did not cite ''school" as their major activity at the time ofthe March 1974 and March 
1985 surveys. 

Source: March 1974 and March 1985 Current Population Survey public use tapes; 
calculations by Center for Labor Market Studies. Northeastern University. 



In report after report, employers have confirmed the growing im- 
portance of education and literacy in the labor market.- These com- 
mission reports argue that to participate productively in today's 
economy, everyone must have a well-rounded high school education 
at a minimum. Employers' views should be takeii seriously; they are 
practicing what they preach. More than ever before, the labor market 
is distinguishing between those with a Iiigh school diploma and those 
who left school before graduation. For eighteen- to tvventy-four-year- 
old males, for example, the gap between the mean annual incomes of 
a high school dropout and a high school graduate was 31 percent in 
the early 1960s, but had risen to 59 percent in the early 1980s. The 
growing gap between the mean incomes of dropouts and graduates 
also holds for somewhat older workers, although for them work ex- 
perience is a more immediate determinant of their earnings than the 
high school diploma (see Figure 2). 

''Credential inflation" may explain some of the higher premium 
that employers placed on the diploma. The baby-boom surplus of young 
entry workers in the 1960s and 1970s allowed employers to raise their 
application requirements, even though the skills required for certain 
jobs might not have changed appreciably. Bui if credentialling ac- 
counted for the change, the baby-bust decline in the number of teenage 
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Figure 2 Percentage increment in mean annual in- 
comes of high school graduates (no college) over 
high school dropouts, 18-34-year-old males, by age 

group, 1960-1984 
100 
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and young adult workers that began in 1979 coupled with the strong 
economic expansion that has been ur.der \v^ay since 1982 should have 
resulted in a lowering of entrance requirements. But as we describe 
later, little evidence exists to confirm such a trend reversal. 

Achievement data also provide evidence that employers value skills 
and knowledge. It is important to distinguish between achievement — 
what a person knows as measured by a standardized test — and attain- 
ment, the last grade completed in school. When employers hire, they 
do not have access to achievement scores, so they generally hire on 
the basis of attainment. Attainment often signals a capacity to ''stick 
to it," a trait that employers value. As Table 3 shows, graduates with 
achievement scores in the second lowest quintile in a distribution of 
basic skills test scores earn slightly more than dropouts with scores in 
the second highest quintile, indicating that attainment is an important 
determinant of earnings. Ultimately, however, employers value both 
attainment and achievement. The data show that employers reward 
achievement with more work and more pay. Within each category — 
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Table 3 Average annual mean earnings, 1978-80, of those aged 
20-23 in 1981, by sex, high school graduation status, and level of 
academic skills 





Males' Earnings ($) 


Females' Earnings {$) 


Basic Academic Skills LcveH 


Dropouts 


Graduates 


Dropouts Graduates 


Lowest quimilc 


4.616 


6.013 


1,429 2,936 


Second lowest quintile 


6.595 


8,639 


2.156 4,235 


Middle quintile 


6,765 


8 J 90 


3,102 4,629 


Second highest quintile 


8,321 


9.433 


2.465 5.469 


Highest quintile 


9,086 


10,738 


4,146 6,003 



* Based on the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT). The AFQT test score dis- 
tribution used in computing the above quintiles is that for all eighteen- to t^enty- 
ihrce-ycar-old non-enrolled high school graduates and high school dropouts as of 
the 1981 NLS (National Longitudinal Survey of Young Americans) mterview. Only 
persons who completed twelve or fewer years of school by 1981 and who were not 
enrolled in school at the time of the 1979, 1980, and 1981 interviews are mcluded 
in the analysis. (See Appendix A.) 
Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Young Americans, 1979-81 public use tapes, 
tabulations by the Center for Labor Market Studies, Northeastern University. 



high school graduates and high school dropouts — those with better 
skills earn more. This pattern holds regardless of race, sex, or family 
background (see Appendix C). Christopher Jencks and his colleagues 
reported similar findings when they examined a variety of siudics on 
earnings, education, and family background to determine who gets 
ahead in America.-^ Controlling for the influence of other variables, 
they estimated, for example, that each one-point increase in test scores 
was associated with about a 1 percent increase in annual earnings. It 
is probably safe to assume that employers discern and reward better 
skills because they find that workers who know more also learn more 
quickly and are more productive than workers who know less. 

Occupations and Earnings 

The national economy's transformation from a manufacturing to a 
service base has permanently affected the occupational mix and earn- 
ings structure of the labor market. The goods-producing sectors are 
dominated by blue-collar occupations (crafts, operative) while many 
finance and private service industries are dominated by white-collar 
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workers where a higher-than-average proportion of jobs are in profes- 
sional, managerial, and administrative categories. 

Throughout the 1970s the proportion of all jobs that were white- 
collar increased by about a icnth while the proportion of all jobs that 
were blue-collar declined by a similar amount. Meanwhile, jobs in 
retail trade and in the low-wage segment of the service sector increased 
by a couple of percentage points.-'^ The back-to-back recessions of 
1980 and 1982, the decline in full-time jobs as a proportion of all jobs, 
and the growth of low-wage jobs in the first half of /lie 1980s further 
exacerbated these shifts. Between 1979 and 1985, the U.S. economy 
generated a net of nearly 8.0 million new wage and salary jobs, even 
while losing more than 1.7 million jobs in the manufacturing '^ector.-^ 
But up to one-half of this job growth may have occurred in low-wage 
and part-time jobs in the retail trade and service sectors. -"^ By com- 
parison, only one-fifth of the new jobs created in the 1970s were of 
this kind. 

The decline of the manufacturing sector as a major employer had 
a devastating impact on all young people, but its impact was especially 
severe for those with deficiencies in education and basic skills. Since 
early 1974 the proportion of young male workers employed in man- 
ufacturing industries has declined by one-fourth, while the proportion 
employed in the trade and service industries has increased by more 
than one-fifth. In early 1974 blue-collar craft, operative, and foreman 
jobs accounted for nearly half (46 percent) of the jobs held by employed 
black men, ages twenty to twenty-four. By 1984 these jobs accounted 
for about one-fourth (26.0 percent) of the jobs held by young black 
males. It was this ''silent firing" of young workers — those who w jre 
never hired to replace retiring workers — that is tne big untold story 
underlying the decline of the manufacturing sector. These were fre- 
quently the jobs in which one could earn enough to support a family, 
even if one did not have a strong education. 

Again, 1973 appears to have been a pivotal year. Before 1973 
young people and especially minorities were gaining access to career 
manufacturing jobs, but after 1973, as the number of net new hires in 
these sectors deiclined, the next generation of young workers failed to 
gain entry to a similar degree. Thus, the pre- 1973 period was char- 
acterized by sustained real earnings growth for all young people, but 
the post-1973 era saw these gains fading away. For example, from 
1959 to 1973 the real median income of black males who were twenty 
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Table 4 Trends in the real median incomes of 
20-24-year-old males with incomes, by race, U.S,: 
1959, 1973, 1984 (in 1984 dollars) 



Income ($) 



Year 



All iMales 



White Males 



Black Males-' 



1959 
1973 
1984 



9,165 
12,049 
8.036 



9/>35 
12.360 
8,378 



6,172 
10,369 
5,768 



Percent Change* 



1959-73 
1973-84 



+ 31.5 
-33.3 



+ 28.3 
_ 32.2 



+ 68.0 
-44.4 



* Data for 1959 are for all non- white males. 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census. Current Popuhuum Reports, 
Series P-60. .selected years. The CPl-U index was used to convert 
1959 and 1973 incomes into 1984 dollars. 

to twenty-four years old increased by 68 percent; however, from 1973 
to 1984 it fell by 44 percent (see Table 4), Young white men expe- 
rienced similar but less dramatic swings in their real median incomes, 
up by 28 percent from 1959 to 1973 and down by 32 percent from 
1973 to 1984. 

Earnings and Marriage 

As each new group of young male workers entering the labor market 
earned lower mean real wage,s and worked fewer hours annually during 
the past decade, the percentage of young men with incomes sufficient 
to support themselves and other potential family members with a stan- 
dard of living above the poverty line also declined. In the early 1970.S 
nearly 60 percent of the young men who were twenty to twenty-four 
years old were able to earn enough to support a family of three above 
the poverty line; by 198^* only 42 percent could do ,so (see Table 5 
and Figure 3), 

The post- 1973 period was especially damaging for minority youth. 
In 1973 more than half (55 percent) of all twenty- to twenty-four-year- 
old black males had earnings adequate to support a family of three 
above the poverty line. By 1984 less than one-quarter, 23 percent, had 
such earnings. The experience of Hi,spanic men was similar. wSixty- 
one percent were able to support a family of three above the poverty 
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Table 5 Percent of 20-24-year-old males, all edu- 
caMonal groups, with annual earnings at or above 
the three-person poverty line, by race/ethnic group, 
U.S.: 1973, 1979, 1984 



Race/Ethnic Group 


1973 


1979 


1984 


All Males 


59,4 


57.3 


41.7 


White, non-Hispanic 


60.4 


60.3 


46.0 


Black, non-Hispanic 


55.2 


40.7 


23,3 


Hispanic 


61.1 


54.0 


34.6 



Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey 
public use tapes, March 1974, March 1980, and March 1985, 
tabulations by Center for Labor Market Studies, Northeastern 
University. 



Figure 3 Percent of 20-24-year'-old males with an- 
nual earnings at or above the three-person poverty 

line, by race/ethnic group, 1973, 1979, and 1984 
100 1 




Race/Ethnic Group 
□ l97:i 01979 Hl984 

line in 1973 versus only 35 percent a decade later. One final, poignant 
point about the mean ani.ual earnings of twenty- to twenty-four-year- 
old males withOLt a diplom*:: with mean annual earnings of only $6,552 
in 1984, the average male high school dropout could hardly have been 
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expected to support a family. This was far less true in 1973, when 
hii^h school dropouts had mean earnings above SI 1 ,000 (as was shown 
in Table 2). 

The decHne in the real earnings of young males has, in turn, had 
significant effects on their marriage behavior and family-formation 
patterns. Between 1964 and 1974 marriage rates among twenty- to 
twenty-four-year-old males declined by less than 3 percent (see Table 
6 and Figure 4). During the next decade, however, there was a sudden 
acceleration of that decline. The proportion of young males who were 
married and living with their spouses declined by almost one-half, 
falling from 39. 1 percent to 21 ,8 percent. Once again, black men were 
hit the hardest. For example, in 1974 nearly 30 percent of black men 
twenty to tw^enty-four were married and living with their spouses. By 
1984 only 9 percent of .jch men were married. That represents a 70 
percent decline in young black men's marriage rates. 



Table 6 Percent of 20-24-ycar-old men who were 
married and living with their spouses, by race: se- 
lected years, 1964 to 1984 



Year 


All Races 


White 


HIack 


1964 


4K6 


42..*^ 


.•^7.6- 


1969 


42.3 


43.7 


.•^2.7 


1974 


.•^9.1 


40.5 


29.2 


1979 


28.8 


.•^0.4 


18.4 


1984 


21.8 


23.9 


8.6 



•* The 1964 data arc for all non-white males ralher than black males 
only. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census. Current Pojmlatum Rqums, 
Series P-20. 



We estimate that about one-half of the decline in marriage rates 
among high school dropouts and nearly 30 percent of the decline among 
high school graduates (no college) was due to the decline in their 
earnings. In fact, if the 1973 earnings distribution for male high school 
dropouts had prevailed in 1984, marriage rates would have been almost 
one-third higher among \^ites and nearly 82 percent higher among 
blacks. Among school dropouts and high school graduates not going 
on to college, earnings and marriage patterns move almost in tandem. 
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Figure 4 Pcrcenl of while and black males, 20-24 
years old, married and living wiili spouse. U.S.: 
1964-1984 

50, 




1964 1970 1980 1984 

Year 

Source: U.S. Bureau of I he Census. Current Population Reports 
(Selected Years). 



Young men who have earnings above (he three-person faniilj poverty 
line arc typically 2.5 lo 3,0 limes more likely to be married lhan iheir 
coimierparts wiih below poverty earnings. 

Wilhoul adequate earnings, men are far less likely lo marry, and 
women are less likely lo marry men who cannol support ihcm, even 
when ihey are llie fathers of their children. The birth rates of teens 
and women twenty to twenty-four years old are not rising. In fact, 
overall birth rates among teens and young female adults have been 
declining since I960. It is the share of all births to young women that 
occur out of wedlock that has risen since the 1960s, and not so co- 
incidentally, the greatest surge occurred in the last fifteen years. 

Many people believe that this increase in out-of-wedlock births as 
a proportion of all births is a sign of declining morals among youth. 
Yet contrary to popular wisdom, the rate of out-of-wedlock child- 
bearing among all single women has stayed about the same in the past 
decade and has declined for blacks. Bccau.se there are more unmarried 
women and since childbcaring among married women has declined, a 
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Steady raic of oul-of-\vcdlock childbcarina a-nong ihis larger pool of 
single women nicanl lhal ihcir children would con.slilule a higher pro- 
portion of all children born to women in this age group. In sum, the 
out-of-wedlock childbearing rate has remained stable, but births to 
unmarried women now account for a larger share of all births because 
younger married women are having fewer children and because there 
are more single women (see Figures 5a and 5b). 

Obviously, economic change that affecls the real earnings of males 
is not the only force at work here. Other forces inlluence marriage and 
family patterns. Divorce rates have been on the rise since the 195()s, 
and divorce remains the prevalent route to female-headed households, 
especially for whites. In the minority community, female-headed 
hou.seholds have been a concern since the time of W.E.B. Dubois, 
and both male and female blacks, especially those who are less edu- 
cated, are increasingly unlikely to marry at all.^' Young people have 
also been delaying marriage to go to college. Finally, the baby boom 
placed a strain on the labor market's ab.sorptive capacities during the 
1970s. (It should be noted, however, that most of the deterioration In 
the labor-market position of young men occurred after 1979, when the 
size of that group was actually shrinking.) 

To sum up: It is clear that the wage stagnation of the 197()s and 
the recession-induced unemployment and underemployment of the 
1980s severely affected the earning capacity of young men, especially 
those with limited education and skills. These changes dealt a dev- 
astating blow to family-formation patterns, which in turn helped to 
inerea.se the number of children living in poveny. For example, in 
March 1974 approximately one-fourth ofall children in families headed 
by twenty- to twenty-four-year-olds were poor, but by March 1985 
nearly half of the children living in such young households were pooi. 
More than 12 million American children live in poverty today, and 
one in every live newborn children begins life in a poor household/- 

Among children, the likelihood of being raised in poverty is inex- 
tricably bound up with famil) structure. Longitudinal data indicate that 
practically all children who grow up in a female-headed household (93 
percent) can expect to spend at least pan of their childhood in poverty 
while only one-lifth of those those who spend their entire childhood 
in stable two-parent families will be poor for any length of time. The 
mo.si distressing point, however, is that two-thirds of the children who 
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Figure 5a Number of live births per 1,000 
women, by selected age group, U.S., 1960-1983 
3001 



20-24 years 




1960 



1965 1970 1975 
Year 



1980 1983 



Figure 5b Birth rates for marned and for unmar- 
ried women, age 15-44, U.S., 1960-1982 
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grow up entirely in single-parent households spend nearly their entire 
childhood in poverty as compared to only 2 percent of those who grow 
up in two-parent households. '^'^ Coming from a mother-only household 
and spending a major portion of one's childhood in poverty has severe 
consequences for children's future school performance and for their 
prospects for economic independence as adults.^** 

The key thing to remember, however, is that as a nation we cannot 
go back. Even if real earnings begin to grow again, two groups will 
be left behind: those with limited educational attainment and female 
heads of households. An above-average share of the new job growth 
over the remainder of the century will occur in the professional, tech- 
nical, management, and administrative fields, and some rehiring may 
occur in the manufacturing and transportation sectors. For most of 
these jobs, good basic skills and, increasingly, post-high school ed- 
ucation and training will be minimum requirements for hiring. The 
primary labor market is virtually shutting down for those with limited 
skills and attainment. 

Single-parent households will have an especially difficult time, 
particularly when they are headed by women with limited formal ed- 
ucation. Poverty among families headed by young women has been 
on the rise in the past decade. Eighty-five percent of all families headed 
by a twenty- to twenty-four-year-old female who dropped out of high 
school were poor in 1985. Only about half of all poor households 
headed by women have any wage earners, and most of those who are 
working are only able to work part time or part of the year because 
of family responsibilities. Thus, real wage growth alone will not easily 
lift these one-earner families above the poverty line. Nor is wage 
growth likely to result in a major upturn in marriage rates for this 
group of mothers as they age. Even worse, according to Levy, a 
resumption of real wage growth seems likely to widen the income gap 
between one-parent and two-parent households, since more than 60 
percent of all young two-parent families now have two earners. As the 
wages of these two-earner households grow, the distance in income 
between the poor and the rest of the population will increase.^-^ 

The Achievement Gap Between U.S. and 
Foreign Students 

Growth in the real wages of young workers is a necessary first step in 
solving these problems, but it will not come easily. It will depend on 
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our ability to get productivity growing again, and we have been unable 
to accomplish this in the 1980s, particularly in the non-manufacturing 
sector of the economy. 

Part of the difficulty lies in our growing global economic inter- 
dependence. Exports and imports comprise an ever larger share of 
U.S. economic activity. For most of the past two decades, our major 
international competitors have had faster rates of productivity growth 
and are rapidly catching up with our productivity levels. Lester Thurow 
and other economists argue that to have a world-class economy that 
can compete with the Europeans and the Japanese in the high value- 
added products and services that offer high wages, we will need to 
increase our savings rate and invest in scientific research and devel- 
opment, in new production techniques, and in the education and train- 
ing of our work force. 

Thus, economists, businessmen, and others are very concerned 
about education and basic skills. Ever> iccent international educational 
test has revealed a large gap between the performance of American 
children and the children of other industrialized countries. In a recent 
international comparison of mathematical proficiency conducted by the 
National Academy of Sciences, the performance of U.S. high school 
seniors ranked in the bottom 25th percentile, the lowest of all indus- 
trialized countries. Japanese students scored the highest. U.S. students 
performed the worst on questions concerning mathematical systems 
and patterns — the very skills that underlie the industries of the future: 
chemistry, engineering, mathematics, physics, biology, and computer 
sciences. ^^"^ 

The academic performance of American students is, however, re- 
lated to effort, not simply to native ability. At present, American youth 
attend school only 180 days a year, while European and Japanese youth 
go to school 220 and 240 days per year, respectively. Approximately 
two-thirds of Japanese students do five hours or more of homework 
each week, while only one-quarter of American students do so.^^ More- 
over, the average American student is absent nearly twenty days per 
year, while the average Japanese youth is absent only three days. 
Further, the Japanese student spends more hours in school each day 
than the American student, and 75 percent of Japanese students attend 
after-school private academies (Juku schools) to overcome educational 
deficiencies and get ahead of their peers. In his classic study of Japanese 
education, Thomas Rohlen estimates that by the time the average 
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Japanese youngster graduates froia high school, he or she will have 
spent the equivalent of four more years in school than the average 
American. 

It should come as no surprise, then, that Japanese youth consistently 
out-perform American youth on standardized tests. In fact, the skills 
of the average Japanese high school graduate rival those of many 
American college graduates. According to Lester Thurow, all Japanese 
high school students take calculus, but only 10 percent of Americans 
do; only half of 1 percent of the Japanese are illiterate, compared with 
10 to 13 percent of Americans; and, although more than 90 percent 
of all young Japanese graduate from high school, only about 80 to 85 
percent of young Americans do. In Japan, 40 percent of all college 
graduates major in science and engineering; in America only 8 percent 
major in these fields. 

Simplistic cross-country comparisons like these can be misinter- 
preted. As Merry White demonstrates, the Japanese culture celebrates 
children and education. ''^ Teachers are revered, and Japanese mothers 
see the nurturing of their children's educational development as their 
primary life goal. The population is ethnically, linguistically, and, in a 
comparative sense, economically homogeneous. Everyone is assumed 
to have the ability to succeed, and failure is blamed on lack of effort. 
The result is a level of enthusiasm and a sense of purpose that would 
be difficult to duplicate. 

Of course, there is also the familiar claim that Japanese education 
is too routinized and test-focused and thus stifles creativity. Based on 
his 1974 observations, Thomas Rohlen characterized Japanese instruc- 
tion as . . a monochromatic and monotonous . . . encyclopedic 
approach to learning."*** The more recent observations of Merry White 
suggest that these negative attributes may be overstated. She concludes 
that the superior preparation of Japanese students has combined with 
their extraordinary enthusiasm for school to give the Japanese the lead 
in creativity as well. 

These disagreements notwithstanding, the test results are difficult 
to argue with. In Japan, virtually everyone succeeds; there is relatively 
little variation in test performance among students. Because of global 
competition, it is unlikely that we will be able to ignore the new 
standards of educational performance and efficiency that the Japanese 
have set for the world.'*- This poses a fundamental dilemma for Amer- 
ican education. We have celebrated individual choice and diversity in 
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performance, content in the m> thology that educational higgards would 
find other avenues in which to excel. Such an approach may have 
made sense in earlier days, when educational performance was not as 
directly tied to work opportunities and real earnings. We may no longer 
be able to afford such complacency. 

Japanese educational techniques cannot and should not be emulated 
in all key respects. However, there can be little doubt about what is 
needed to improve Ameiican students' educational performance in the 
key subjects of mathematics, science, and engineering. According to 
recent findings of the '*High School and Beyond'' longitudinal survey, 
only 5.6 percent of all 1980 high school graduates in the United States 
who went on to college were majoring in biology, engineering, and 
the physical sciences by their junior year.**"* Who were these students? 
They were those with the highest tested academic skills in high school. 
In fact, students who scored in the top quartile of the High School and 
Beyond tests of reading, vocabulary, and mathematics were 108 times 
more likely than those who scored in the bottom quartile to major in 
these critical fields. Only .14 percent of those with bottom quartile 
skills majored in these fields. 

Regrettably, the trend for some time has been away from making 
the necessary investments in our nation's economic future. Between 
1940 and 1967 we added an average of 1.0 grade level to the median 
educational level of the nation's civilian work force every ten years. 
But in the 1967 to 1983 period, we added only one-half of a grade 
level.*'*' Moreover, college enrollment rates among all young adults 
(eighteen to t"'enty-four) peaked in the late 1960s. Today a smaller 
proportion of young black adults is going to college than in the mid- 
1970s, even though their sh^re of the population is rising. Minorities 
already account for one-half of the elementary and secondary public 
school populations in Texas and California and one-third in New York 
and Florida. Yet among eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old black high 
school graduates, college enrollment rates have declined from 34 per- 
cent in 1976 to 26 percent in 1985 and for Hispanics from 36 percent 
to 27 percent.**^ At the same time, job projections for the year 2000 
indicate that new jobs will require a work force whose median level 
of education is 13.5 years (compared to 12.8 years now).**** 

The United States is being outdistanced in other areas as well. 
Although we are generally acknowledged to have one of the finest 
systems of higher education in the world, practically no attention is 
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paid to the severe inadequacies of our vocational training and appren- 
ticeship systems. We have the least well articulated system of school- 
to-work transition in the industrialized world. Japanese students move 
directly into extensive company-based training programs, and Euro- 
pean students often participate in closely interconnected schooling and 
apprenticeship training programs. In fact, American visitors to Euro- 
pean countries marvel at their commitment of national resources to 
youth. In Austria, Sweden, West Germany, and Switzerland, it is vir- 
tually impossible to leave school without moving into some form of 
apprenticeship or other vocational training.***^ 

By contrast, American guidance and counseling are geared almost 
solely toward the needs of the college-bound. For example. High 
School and Beyond follow-up interviews with a representative sample 
of high school seniors from the class of 1980 revealed that only 5 
percent of graduates were participating in an apprenticeship training 
program within the first year following graduation from high school, 
and only 1 percent of graduates reported being enrolled in an appren- 
ticeship program three years after graduation from high school/^ In 
sharp contrast, between 33 and 55 percent of all those who left school 
at ages sixteen to eighteen in such European nations as Austria, Ger- 
many, and Switzerland had entered apprenticeships in the late 1 970s. 
Students, employers, and postsecondary technical training programs 
in the United States find each other on a **catch as catch can" basis. 

In summary, postsecondary education, training, and apprenticeship 
programs for all those who leave school, not just for the college-bound, 
are investments that we have failed to make, creating a growing number 
of school-to-work transition problems. Cleaily, if the United States is 
going to have a competitive work force, we will have to close the 
achievement gap between ourselves and our major foreign competitors. 
This means that we must strengthen the quality and quantity of primary, 
secondary, and postsecondary education for all Americans. 
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Those Who Are Left Out 



Alarm about the educational "tide of mediocrity" is at its heart a 
concern about the average achievement lev Js of our nation's citizens. 
Raising the scores of those at the bottom is the surest and most cost- 
effective way of raising the average and is likely to have favorable 
consequences for long-term income distribution. The Japanese have 
learned this lesson well. As James Fallows points out, they claim to 
"have the best bottom 50 percent in the world. 

Here in America, the numerical importance of those currently at 
the bottom will increase. Dramatic demographic changes already at 
work will decrease the total size of the young adult population (eigh- 
teen to twenty-four years old) by more than one-fourth between 1979 
and 1995.^' In addition, a higher share of this smaller total will be 
composed of minority and economically disadvantaged groups. Thus, 
those at the bottom of the distribution curve of skills and schooling 
will increasingly hold the key to the future of America's performance. 

This is the second achievement gap — a domestic one between 
bottom-scorers and top-scorers, between minorities and non-minori- 
ties, and between the poor and the non-poor. Here we find the most 
immediate problems facing the American educational system. The data 
on these achievement gaps are sobering. Yet twenty-five recent major 
reports on American education have mentioned them only in passing. 
It is distressing that on virtually every major standardized test, mi- 
norities and the poor are concentrated in the bottom fifth of the test 
score distribution. This is true for the National Assessment of Edu- 
cational Progress (NAEP) reading, writing, and mathematics tests for 
nine-, thirteen-, and seventeen-year-olds; the ''High School and Be- 
yond" longitudinal analysis of tenth and twelfth graders; a national 
sample of fourteen- to twenty-one-year-olds who were given the Armed 
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Forces Qualification Test (AFQT): the recent Educational Testing Serv- 
ice (ETS) assessment of the literacy proficiencies of the nation's young 
adults; and the Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SATs) and Graduate Record 
Examinations (GREs). On the average, black and Hispanic scores are 
about 70 percent of white scores, with a thirty-point gap on the NAEP, 
a 200-point gap on the SAT combined verbal and quantitative test, 
and a 300-point gap on the combined verbal and mathematics portions 
of the GRE. Although the gap has closed markedly over the past few 
years, it remains unacceptably large.''- 

These disparities in reading and mathematics scores have a number 
of dire consequences. In conjunction with other factors, these tests — 
the AFQT, the SAT, and the GRE — are reasonably good predictors 
of who will enter and complete the army, college, and graduate 
school. There is also a strong relationship between achievement and 
future employment, job performance, and earnings. According to the 
New York Times, in a recent testing of New York City high school 
graduates by the New York Telephone Company, 84 percent of the 
job applicants failed to pass its entry test for telephone repair trainees 
and operators. A consortium of New York City banks made a com- 
mitment to hire 300 high school graduates from five inner-city schools, 
but found that only 100 students were able to meet entry requirements 
that included an eighth-grade test of reading comprehension and math- 
ematics skills. This performance gap deserves to be the central focus 
of local, state, and federal educational efforts throughout the remainder 
of this century. 

Consider, for example, the issue of joblessness among black youth. 
Researcher after researcher has examined this problem and concluded 
that we simply cannot explain why the unemployment rate of black 
teenagers remains so high and Vvhy their employment/population ratios 
(the proportion of all youths who are employed) remain so far below 
those of other groups.*'^ Popular explanations from the 1970s are in- 
creasingly irrelevant, lower levels of educational attainment, the federal 
minimum w age, competition from baby-boom peers and adult women, 
and the effects of recession. High school completion rates among young 
blacks have increased over the past decade. The total size of the youth 
population has declined by 13 percent in the past five years. The real 
value of the federal minimum wage has declined considerably. At least 
in terms of net overall job creation, the national economy is booming. 
Yet black youth unemployment statistics remain at very high levels. 
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Because young black high school graduates often fare worse in the 
labor market than white high school dropouts, some have concluded 
that discrimination is the primary' culprit. Other researchers point out 
that black youth who go to church and do not live in public housing 
are more likely to find jobs/*^^ 

One major explanation that is rarely offered is that of the literacy 
proficiencies and achievement scores of young blacks. The average 
black seventeen-year-old reads at the same level as a white thirteen- 
year-old. How well can we expect inner-city blacks to fare when they 
must compete in the labor market against their white and black peers 
who were educated in suburban high schools? The fact is that the 
average black high school graduate scores below white high school 
dropouts on the armed services' basic skills test (AFQT) of reading, 
vocabulary, and mathematics. American rhetoric continues its slo- 
gans about education as the great equalizer. But so long ai severe race 
and class segregation continues to characterize living patterns, ineq- 
uities will persist in American schooling, from lower expectations for 
student performance to unequal school finances. 

To sum up, the events that precipitated this story began in 1973 
and were largely macroeconomic in nature. It is clear that economic, 
occupational, and demographic changes have heightened the impor- 
tance of basic skills. Moreover, skills and economic growth are in- 
terdependent. Without adequate growth, there will not be enough jobs 
for those with limited skills; however, a less skilled work force will 
impede economic growth and improvements in productivity. Further- 
more, even if the economic pie grows more rapidly, the consequences 
for those with limited education and skills will be dire enough to 
constitute an argument for action. 

Three Problems That Confound 

There are also a number of non-economic reasons to be concerned 
about low levels of basic skills. Like a two-edged sword, they mark 
economic victims and, at the same time, they help perpetuate some of 
our most perplexing social problems — including poverty, high school 
dropouts, teenage pregnancy, crime, and youth joblessness and un- 
deremployment. City, state, and federal legislators are currently grap- 
pling with the design of dropout-prevention programs, the formulation 
of teenage pregnancy policies, and the redesign of the nation's youth 
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training and welfare systems. But few of the proposed legislative re- 
sponses reflect the interrelationship of these problems, the babic skills 
crisis, and economic and demographic changes. 

Too often we have been treating symptoms rather than causes. 
Teenage parenting, youth joblessness, and dropping out of school are 
closely intertwined. Yet the researchers and practitioners who work 
on these issues generally view them as distinct problems. Sociologists 
and social workers focus on the family and teenage pregnancy, edu- 
cators concentrate on schooling and dropouts, and labor economists 
emphasize employment and training. This has led to a circle of endless 
''mysteries" and **puzzles" that have some of the finest researchers 
and leaders in the country concluding that we simply do not know 
what to do about these problems. For example, some sociologists have 
concluded that the teen-parenting problem has its roots in the youth 
unemployment problem, while youth employment experts point to the 
lack of a diploma as a major factor in youth unemployment. Mean- 
while, those who study school dropouts blame this problem on students' 
lack of self-confidence and self-esteem, teen pregnancy, the lack of 
job opportunities, and schools' indifference. •'^'^ 

Between 1978 and 1980 wc provided 76,000 jobs in the federal 
Youth Incentive Entitlement Pilot Projects in the belief that part-time 
jobs could keep young people in school. We have provided sex edu- 
cation, believing that knowledge about contraception and about the 
consequences of teenage childbearing would reduce the number of 
unwanted pregnancies. Specjal counseling programs have been initi« 
ated to respond to the complicated needs of dropouts so that they would 
know that someone cares. However, although job:> helped those 
who apparently would have stayed in school anyway to earn more 
both during high school and when they graduated, they did not keep 
dropout-prone youth in school.^'" Similarly, even though contraceptive 
knowledge is necessary if unwanted pregnancies are to be avoided, 
knowledge by itself has seldom altered behavior.^'' In each case, we 
helped those on the margins but seldom those at the core, those suf- 
fering from multiple problems. 

Few people realize the critical role diat basic skills deficiencies 
play in each of these stubborn social problems. The National Longi- 
tudinal Survey of Youth Labor Market Experience contains data on a 
representative national sample of youth who were fourteen to twenty- 
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one years of age when ihey were Hrsl inlerviewed and who have been 
re-interviewed annually from 1979 lo 1986. Some 1 1 ,900 sample mem- 
bers were given ihe Armed Forces Qualification Test, a straightforward 
test of reading, word knowledge, and basic mathematics, which the 
military uses to determine whether young people have the necessary 
skills to enter the armed services (see Appendix A). The AFQT is 
generally regarded as one of the least culturally biased of tests, and a 
substantial number of minority applicants have obtained passing scores. 

Yet its results show an alarming, direct relationship between basic 
skill levels and all three of the social problems ep»«merated above. 
Those with limited reading, mathematics, and vocabulary skills are 
much more likely to experience some social pathology. The lower the 
test score, the higher the concentration of people experiencing a par- 
ticular social problem. Nearly half, 46 percent, of all young people 
aged nineteen to tw^enty-three who are poor rank in the lowest fifth of 
the test score distribution. The fi dings of the more recent national 
literacy testing of young adults by ine Educational Testing Service are 
similar.^'- Of those with special problems — the jobless, dropouts, wel- 
fare dependents, or unwed parents — between 40 and 59 percent score 
in the lowest fifth of the test (see Table 7). The average unwed parent 
is at the 21st percentile. By comparison, the military's minimum cut- 
off point for training is the 30th percentile, and most of those who 
enter the armed services score significantly above that level. 

Achievement (basic skills) determines attainment (number of years 
of schooling completed), which then determines employability and 
earnings, which influences the likelihood of marrying and bearing 
children within a two-parent family. Thus, there is a strong relationship 
between low basic skills and the incidence of welfare dependency (see 
Figure 6) among young adults.^'* It is also clear that the higher the test 
score in reading, word knowledge, and mathematics, the less likely it 
is that a young person will drop out of school prior to graduation (see 
Figure 7). 

This relationship between skills and school completion is dramatic 
(see Figure 8 and, for further examples. Appendix B). A startling one- 
half of all 1979 high school juniors who scored in the bottom fifth of 
the AFQT test distribution for sixteen* to seventeen-year-olds had failed 
to graduate by 1981. Onl) 4 percent of those with scores in the top 
fifth failed to graduate. If we want to reach tne lowest-scoring dropouts 
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Table 7 AFQT test score position of 19-23-y ear- 
olds by poverty and social/economic problem group. 
United States: 1981 



Percent in Percent 
Socioeconomic Lowest Fifth of Bclo\v«Averagc 

Characteristic Basic Skills Basic Skills 



Poor 46 77 

One or more social/ 41 75 
economic problems 

Jobless 40 72 

Dropout 52 85 

Public assistance recipient 53 79 

Unwed parent 59 85 

Arrested in past year 37 68 

— M^an Percentile Ranking hi Basic Skills Distribution — 

All 19- to 23-year-olds 50 

Arrested 32 

Jobless 26 

Dependent 24 

Poor ' 23 

Two social problems 22 

Poor plus one social problem 2 1 

Unwed parent 2 1 

Dropout 20 

Poor and idle 1 8 

Poor and dependent 16 

Three or more social problems 15 



Source: National Longitudinal Surveys of Youili Labor Market 
Experiences, 1979 to 1981; tabulations by Center for Labor Market 
Studies, Northeastern University. 

who constitute the core of the dropout problem, we must address the 
syndrome that is the major cause of their leaving school: low achieve- 
ment, falling behind modal grade, poor school performance, and a 
sense that they cannot catch up to their peers. ^ Any dropout-prevention 
program that does not focus on raising the academic achievement levels 
of students is unlikely to have a significant, lasting effect on school 
dropout rates or on the longer-term issues of employability and 
earnings. 

Statistics relating basic skills proficiencies to the likelihood of be- 
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Figure 6 Number of 18-23-year-old.s receiving public as.si.stancc, b\ vcntile of the basic bkilLs dihtribution 
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Note: The basic skills distribution is divided into twenty equal parti with \enti!c on;; represemmg the bouom 5 pc.cem and venule 20 
representing the top 5 percent of scores (See Appendix A). Looking at the lowest vcniilc, approximately 257.000 of t,ie 1.0 million 18- to 
23 year olds with scoscs in the lowest 5 percent of the basic skills distribution are receivmg public assistance. As one moves from the 
lowest to the highest ventile the proportion of people in each ventile receiving public assistance declines. 
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Figure 7 Number of 18~23-ycar-old high school dropouts, b> vcnlilc of the basic skills disiribuiion 
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Figure 8a Dropout rate by 1981. student.s aaed 
14-15 in 1979 
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Note: One-fifth of 14- to 15-year-olds with scores in the bottom 
fifth of a basic skills test had dropped out of school two years later, as 
compared to only 3 percent of those with the highest scores. 



Figure 8b Percent not graduating by 1981, stu- 
dents aged 16-17 in 1979 with ten years schooling 
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Note: One-half of all 16- to 17-ycar-olds with scores in the bottom 
fifth of the distribution failed to graduate school on tfmc. But a 
quarter of those with average skills also failed lo graduate. 
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Figure 9 Total number of out-of-wedlock births to women aged 19-23, b> ventilc of the basic skills distribution 
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Approximately 302,000 children were born to women aged 19 to 23 who had skills m the bottom of the tcM store djstributjon. As skill 
increase, the number of out-of-wedlock births that occur among women in each ventile decreases. 



ERLC 



42 



34 



Toward A More Perfect Union 



coming an unwed mother are even more alarming. The overwhelming 
majority of children bom to all nineteen- to twenty-three-year-old 
women in America are bom to mothers with the lowest basic skills. 
Nearly 60 percent of the total number of out-of-wedlock births that 
occurred among women nineteen to twenty-three years old occurred 
among those who scored in the lowest 20 percent on a basic skills test 
(see Figure 9). Given the extraordinary importance of the mother's 
education and skills level In determining the life options of her children, 
this is a matter of utmost concern. 

Two questions remain. First, is it the relative position of young 
people in the basic skills distribution that determines the higher inci- 
dence of antisocial behavior and economic problems or is it their 
absolute skill level? The answer is probably both. The gaps in edu- 
cation, employment, and eamings between those with strong and weak 
literacy proficiencies are so large that it is difficult to imagine young 
people with low basic skills perceiving their futures as full of oppor- 
tunity. As Kristen Moore ^^as shown, a limited perception of future 
life options makes becoming a school dropout or a teenage parent an 
acceptable choice.^^ Individuals with AFQT test scores that fall in the 
bottom fifth of the national skills distribution have less than a sixth- 
grade reading ability. By comparison, individuals with scores in the 
top fifth of the AFQT test have approximately a twelfth-grade reading 
ability. Appendix B provides examples of the kinds of reading and 
mathematics tasks young people with these skills can complete. If 
these educational and related earnings gaps were narrower, the inci- 
dence of these social and economic problems would likely diminish, 
although those at the bottom would still evidence more of this behavior 
than those at the top of the skills distribution. 

When we construct a profile of young people with identical char- 
acteristics, varying only their tested academic skill levels, the proba- 
bility of various types of antisocial behavior decreases as skills 
increase. Take, for example, two girls, both from minority groups, 
raised in poor families by single parents, from inner-city areas, who 
have completed the same number of years of school. If one has better 
skills than the other, the one with the skills is likely to have higher 
eamings and less likely to be welfare dependent, pregnant, or crimi- 
nally involved (see Tables 3 and 8, and Figures 6 and 7). A similar 
comparison of two non-minority children from two-parent families with 
middle-class incomes would produce a similar result. This is not to 



ERLC 



43 



Gordon Berlin and Andrew Sum 



35 



say, as Horace Mann did, that having good basic skills and more 
schooling would equalize the opportunities of poor and middle-class 
children. It would not. The children with strong skills from a single- 
parent, poor household would still have a higher probability of early 
pregnancy and welfare dependency than the child with weak skills 
from a two-parent, middle-class family. However, the difference be- 
tween the two would have narrowed significantly. 

The second question is whether low basic skills are a cause of 
these other social problems, or whether they are a symptom of other 
underlying factors such as poverty. As E.G. Bentley noted in his classic 
mystery story, Trent's Last Case, "Between what matters and what 
seems to matter, how should the world we know judge wisely?" 
Causality in the social sciences is difficult to prove, since factors like 
skills, schooling, and poverty are interrelated. As we have seen in the 
preceding figures and tables, simple relationships between test scores 
and an array of soci^oconomic problems reveal that, as compared to 
young people with above-average basic skills, those with iow basic 
skills (the bottom 20 percent) were nine times more likely to have 
dropped out of school prior to graduation, eight times more likely to 
have become mothers out of wedlock, and four times more likely to 
become welfare dependent. These relationships hold for all sex, race, 
and income groups. 

More to the point, when other factors are controlled for, basic skill 
levels are an independent determinant of earnings and antisocial be- 
havior (see Appendix C and the estimates contained in Table 8). This 
factor alone accounts for about half of the explained variation in earn- 
ings patterns of young men and women. As test scores increase, earn- 
ings increase. 

Two Factors: Mother's Education and Summer Vacations 
Clearly, low basic skills are an important underlying factor in many 
of our nation's most pressing social problems. Why do some young 
people acquire skills while others do not? First, as trite as it may sound, 
it is essential to remember that everything causes everything else in 
the generation-to-generation life cycle. Family background variables — 
such as family income, the neighborhoods children live in, whether 
there are two parents present, and most important of all, the mother's 
level of educational attainment — are crucial determinants of the life 
chances of children. 
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The children of disadvantaged parents begin life behind their more 
advantaged counterparts. Since schooling is cumulative, children who 
begin behind stay behind, so that the best predictor of where a child 
will be in the second grade is where he or she was in the first grade, 
and so on. From the outset, disadvantaged children are limited by 
language and problem-solving skills they learn from *heir often poorly 
educated parents. As Thomas Sticht, Catherine Snow, and others have 
shown, parents with limited vocabularies are unlikely to promote ex- 
tensive vocabulary development in their children. Language devel- 
opment and the linguistic skills it symbolizes are a reliable predictor 
of cognitive ability. Parents who speak with their children, rather than 
at or past them, foster larger vocabularies and better language skills, 
and the development of reading and writing skills depends on those 
early language skills. Moreover, early language inadequacies appear 
to impair overall intellectual development, social skills, and psycho- 
logical development.'^^ 

The intergenerational transmission of low basic skills promises to 
perpetuate the social problems described above in ways that will be 
detrimental to future economic growth and to efforts to reduce poverty. 
For example, Larry Bumpass and Sara McLanahan found that living 
in a mother-only family increased the odds of dropping out of school 
by more than 122 percent among whites and by 30 to 55 percent among 
blacks and Hispanics.'^* Somewhat surprisingly, however, having a 
mother who completed high school was a significantly more important 
determinant of the school enrollment of sixteen- to seventeen-year-old 
youth than whether the mother was married or whether she had an 
additional $10,000 in family income per year, although both of these 
factors were also important. Similarly, Andrew Sum and Robert Tag- 
gart recently used data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
Labor Market Experience to predict young people's test scores on the 
basis of their mothers' and fathers' education and other variables. 
They found that an extra grade of attainment for the mother — when 
father's education, race, and region of the nation were constant — was 
associated with an extra half-gri^ae equivalent of achievement for her 
children. Because of ^his i.itergenerational effect of the parent's ed- 
ucation on the child's, it is unhkely that we will be able to make a 
major difference for the child unless we place equal priority on edu- 
cation and academic remediation for the parent. 
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The problems of young people who have basic skills deficits are 
exacerbated during the summer when young people are not in school. 
For disadvantaged youth, the summer loss in learning is a critical factor 
in their long-term performance. In fact, Barbara Heyns and others who 
have looked at more than 3,000 Atlanta school children and more than 
20,000 Title I participants during two school years and the intervening 

Figure 10 Summer loss in learning 

700 1 , 




300 ' — ' L-l ^ L-1 1—1 ' 1 ' 

1.1 1.8 2.1 2.8 3.1 3.8 4.1 4.8 5.1 5.8 6.1 6.8 

Grade/Test Administration 

Note: The intervals 1.8 to 2.1, 2.8 to 3.1, and so forth correspond to 
the summer break from school. The zigzag lines show the summer 
loss that occurs among youth with test scores falling in the 25th, 50th, 
and 75th percentiles. Note that the largest loss occurs among those 
children who score in the lowest percentile, those who are already the 
farthest behind academically. 

Source: Barbara Heyns, "Schooling and Cognitive Development: Is 
There a Season for Learning?" Child Development 58, no. 5 (1987), 
drawn from Leonard Syl Klisanoff, Sue Haggart, Report No. S: Sum- 
mer Growth and the Effectiveness of Summer School, report prepared 
for the Dept. of Education, RMC Research Corporation, Mountain 
View, California, February 1981. 
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sumn^ers, estimate that 80 percent of the difference between advan- 
taged and disadvantaged children in year-to-jear learning occurs during 
the summer.*^** 

When school is in session, advantaged and disadvantaged children 
learn at about the same rate. But during the summer months when 
schools are closed, home and peer influences reassert themselves. At 
the end of the summer, advantaged children actually score higher on 
a standardized test than they did when the summer started while dis 
advantaged children fall further behind (see Figure 10). In advantaged 
homes, children arc more likely to read and be read to, and they are 
more likely to go to places of educational interest. Disadvantaged 
children watch more television and are less likely to use standard 
English, a particular problem for children in non-English-speaking 
households. 

The implications of these findings are far-reaching. The evidence 
suggests that many disadvantaged young people do learn when schools 
are in session. "^^^ By the same token, it is becoming clear that schools 
by themselves cannot solve the problem. Another obvious implication 
is the need to think long and hard about the agrarian origins of the 
current school year and the need for greater parental involvement in 
the education of children. Year-round schooling would place all youth 
on a more equal footing, since both advantaged and disadvantaged 
youth appear to learn at about the same rate during the school year. 
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Opportunities 



n the basis of this evidence about the importance of the mother and 
the influence of family and peers during the summer, some analysts 
have concluded that socioeconomic status and family backgi*ound pre- 
determine a situation that cannot be ahered. The truth is otherwise: it 
is never too late to intervene. However, to make a nieaningful differ- 
ence, we must begin thinking about a lifetime of multiple interventions 
in whirh both mother's and child's skills are improved at key points 
in the development process. 

For example, a team of researchers led by Frank Furstenberg fol- 
lowed 300 inner-city teenage mothers for seventeen years. Most of 
the women were members of minority groups. Contrary to expecta- 
tions, teenage childbearing did not lead inexorably to a lifetime of 
poverty and dependence for all the women. More than half eventually 
escaped poverty altogether. Education was the most potent avenue for 
escape from poverty and welfare, even \/hen a mother waited until 
her twenties or thirties to go back to school. Mothers who returned to 
school were more likely to marry and more likely jo work. This change 
in :he mother's own life generally resulted in measurable improvements 
in the achievements of her children. 

Furstenberg and his coauthors summarized their views on the de- 
velopment of these women in the following way: 

In brief, there are life courses characterized by welfare dependency, non- 
marriage, low education, and high fertility. Those whose life course takes 
such a trajectory are likely to remain on this path. But if they can escape, 
if they can alter this trajectory by getting a stable job, entering a stable 
marriage, acquiring educational credentials, or curtailing subsequent fer- 
tility, they are no more likely than others to fall back within this trajectory. 
Moreover, children benefit as their mother's life situation improves. ''^ 

39 
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These findings make it clear that we can help children by helping their 
mothers. Head Start for children plus Job Corps-type education and 
parenting instruction for mothers are likely to produce larger gains 
than either interNcniion alone. Turning schools into community edu- 
cation facilities that remain open to young adults late in the evenings 
and on weekends might be another way to help both parents and 
children. Rarely will a single intervention at a single point in time 
niake a major difference. To overcome the forces that constrict the 
life options of young people growing up in poverty, interventions are 
needed all along the development continuum. 

Yet questions remain. What effect would better basic skills and 
attainment have on yon.ng adult employment, earnings, school dropout 
rates, teenage pregnancy, and welfare dependency? We can attempt 
to estimate the effects of basic skills independent of other influences 
by using data from the National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth Labor 
Market Experience and multivariate statistical techniques to calculate 
the influence of each factor separately: additional years of attainment, 
the diploma, and achievement. Our estimates — which include statis- 
tical controls for such factors as standard demographic characteristics, 
health, socioeconomic background, geography, and local labor market 
conditions — suggest that completing an extra year of school at the 
secondary level would add $715 to the mean annual earnings ($5,105) 
of our sample of young men and women during the 1978-1980 period 
(see Table 8).*^^ Obtaining a high school diploma would increase ex- 
pected annual earnings by an additional S927, an effect equivalent to 
approximately 18 percent of the mean earnings level. ""^ Each additional 
grade-level equivalent of tested basic skills, as measured by the AFQT 
test score, would increase expected annual earnings by $185, or 3.6 
percent. 

Additional years of secondary schooling, the diploma, and higher 
basic academic skills also tend to reduce significantly the probability 
of dependency on public assistance, of out-of-wedlock births, and of 
criminal arrest (see Table 8). Each additional year of secondary school- 
ing reduces the probability of public-assistance dependency by three 
percentage points, and possessing a high school diploma reduces the 
likelihood of public-assistance dependency by .7 percentage points, or 
approximately 8.? percent.^' Among unmarried women who were 
eighteen to twenty-one years old in 1979, the probability of giving 
birth to a child out of wedlock during the two years that followed was 
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Table 8 The estimated independent effects of increased skills or 



education on earnings, dependency, out-of-wedlock births, and 


arrests 








Regression-E.»timated 




Annual Earnings Payofi^ 


Skills or Educational Factor 


Dollars 


Percent 


One grade more aUainmeni*^ 


715 


14.0 


ni^ll SLllOOl UipiUIIld 


927 


18.2 


CT "ade-eaiiivnlent of hnsic 


185 


3,6 




Estimated Independent Effect 


Regression-Estimated 


Probability in 


Percent 


Effects 


Percentage Points 


Change 


Probability of dependency (18-22) 


,0855 




One grade more aiiainmeni 


- .0300 


-35.1 


Diploma net of aiiainmeni 


-.(X)70 


-8.2 


One grade basic skills nei 






of ai'iainmeni and diploma 


- .0046 


-5.3 


Probabiiiiy of oui-of-wedlock birth 


.0780 




(18-21) 






One grade >:iorc aiiainn^cni 


-.0000 




Diploma et of aiiainmeni 


-.0420 


-53.8 


One grtVk oasic skills nei 






of aiiai!!rneni and diploma 


- .0050 


-6.5 


Probability of arresi (malc.^ 18-13) 


.0770 




One grade more aiiaini.ieni 


- ,0000 




Diploma nei of suiainmeni 


-.0720 


-93.5 


One grade basic skills nei 






of aiiainmeni and diploma 


-.0048 


-6.2 



* See Appendix C for discussion of tiic characieri.^iics of the reference gro'ip. 

^ Each facior — compleiing an addiiional year of school, ooiaining a high .school di- 
ploma, and lesiiPii a grade equivalent higher on a basic .skills lesi -is calculated 
inJependenily of ihe olhei,». So, for example, ihc increase in /nings Juc lo having 
a diploma does noi include ihe effect of having completed another >ear of school. 



7.8 percent. This probability was 4.2 percentage points lower for those 
who possessed a high school diploma. Each additional grade level of 
basic skills reduced the probability of out-of-wedlock chik^tcaring by 
.5 percentage points. Finally, among males in 1980 who were eighteen 
to tweniy-three-years old and not in a penal or similar institution, 7.7 
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percent reported having been airested for a crime other than a minor 
traffic offense in the previous two years. ^- The probability of an arrest 
among males with a high school diploma was 7.2 percentage points 
lower. Each additional grade level of basic skills reduced the proba- 
bility of an arrest by .5 percentage points. 

On a more modest scale, our estimates suggest that if we could 
raise the mean tested basic skills of our nation's young adults by one 
g^dde equivalent, lifetime earnings would increase by 3.6 percent, and 
the likelihood of births out of wedlock, welfare dependency, and arrests 
would decline by 6.5 percent, 5.3 percent, and 6.2 percent, respec- 
tively. Even these small changes in tested basic skills would increase 
the nation's tax revenues and reduce transfer payments and other social 
costs associated with crime, dependency, and childbearing out of wed- 
lock. Thus any investment in basic skills that succeeds in raising the 
average test scores of participants by a grade level should be extraor- 
dinarily cost effective. If these improvements in basic skills occurred 
at an earlier time — say, at age fourteen — the benefits would multiply, 
because better skills would yield more completed years of school and 
more high school and college graduations.*^^ 

Programs That Work 

Although we believe these estimates of the effects of schooling and 
skills are conservative, they are also admittedly hypothetical. To note 
that young adults with better basic skills earn more does not ensure 
that these gains would actuall> accrue to disadvantaged youth with I 
skills who subsequently participated in a second-chance remedial ed- 
ucation program. Can a special intervention effort raise the test scores 
of a disadvantaged child, youth, or adult by a grade or two? Would 
that gain actually result in higher earnings and less antisocial behavior? 

Evidence is accumulating that disadvantaged children can learn and 
that their learning does lead to more educational attainment, gradua- 
tions, and employment, and to lov^ er rates of tcnage childbearing and 
dependency. Special intervention programs facilitate that learning. 

Preschool Education 

Children who participated in the high-quality Perry Pr^^school program, 
for example, have achievement scares on standardized tests that are 
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about one grade equivalent higher than the scores of randoniI> assigned 
control groups of children who did not participate in a preschool pro- 
gram.^** Unlike IQ scores, these achievement scores are sustained, and 
even expand somewhat as children grow older. When these preschool 
program participants arrived in the first grade, they were perceived by 
their peers, parents, and teachers to be better prepared. During their 
teenage and young adult years, they were more likely to complete ad- 
ditional years of school, obtain a diploma, find a job, earn more, and 
go on to college. They were less likely to be classified as mentally 
retarded, become teenage parents, drop out of school, commit a crime, 
or be unemployed. In short, this S5,000 investment at age three or 
four produced lifetime benefits estimated at nearly $29,000 in earnings, 
taxes, and rcduced social costs. ^-"^ 



Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
The ^'Sustained Effects" evaluations of Title I (now Chapter I) pro- 
grams also found that participants' scores on standardized reading and 
mathematics tests were about 15 to 20 percent better than those of 
similarly needy students. The program was particularly effective for 
younger children in grades one to three. In fact, during the school year, 
they learned at rates that were almost equal to those of more advantaged 
youth. These gains are impressive when one considers that, on average. 
Title I expenditures were only $600 per student and that the special 
reading teachers who worked with these students were generall> left 
to their own devices. '^'^^ Another elementary school program, Follow- 
Through, also yielded significant academic gains for its participants. 

The resuhs of nine-, thirteen-, and seventeen-year-olds on the read- 
ing tests of the National Assessment of Educational Progress show that 
while the achievement gap between white and black youth remains 
large, it narrowed considerably between 1971 and 1984. For example, 
among nine-year-olds, the gap was forty-five points in 1971 but de- 
clined to thirty-two points by 1984 (see Table 9).^^ These gains have 
been attributed by some analysts to desegregation efforts and to the 
effects of preschool and Title I programs. 

Evidence irom dozens of studies of programmed instruction, mas- 
tery learning, and computer-assi,sted instruction suggests that Jiesc 
approaches can also increase the skilLs of disadvanta/zed ,>tudents. For 
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Table 9 Mean reading prolicicncy scores, and point change, of 9-, 13% and 17-year-olds, b> race, type of 
community, and parental education: 1971-1984 



Variable 




9-Year.Olds 




l3-yc:ir-0lds 




l7-ycar-()Ids 


1971 


1984 


1971-«4 


1971 


1984 


1971-84 


1971 


1984 


1971-84 


Race 




















White 


2\AA 


220.1 


+ 5.70 


260.1 


263.4 


+ 3.30 


290.4 


294.6 


+4.20 


Black 


169.3 


188.4 


} |ixio 


220.3 


236.8 


+ 16.50 


240.6 


263.5 


+ 22.90 


Hispanic 


182.9* 


193.0 


i 10.10 


231.1- 


239.2 


+ 8.10 


254.7' 


268.7 


+ 14.00 


Achievement gap* 


45.10 


31.70 


- 13.40 


39.80 


26.^)0 


- 13.20 


49.80 


31.10 


- 18.70 


(While-Black) 




















Type of community 




















Advantaged urban 


231.3 


23 1 .4 


+ J 


272.4 


274.7 


+ 2.30 


303.5 






Disadvantaged urban 


177. K 


194.4 


i 16.60 


232.4 


239.6 




259.4 






Rural 


2(H).7 


205.8 


+ 5.10 


245.0 


255.5 


+ 10.50 


275.8 


282.8 


+ 6.40 


Achievement gap* 


53.50 


37.00 


- 16.50 


40.00 


35.10 


-4.90 


44.10 


34.90 


-9.20 


v/\ov. uroan— L/is»uiv. urnanj 




















Achievement gap* 


30.(>() 


25M) 


-5.(K) 


27.40 


19.20 


-8.20 


27.70 


18.00 


-9.70 


(Adv, Urban-Rural) 




















Parental education 




















High school graduates 


209.0 


211.4 


+ 2.40 


255.4 


253.8 


- 1.60 


282.9 


280.6 


-2.30 


Non-graduates 


188.6 


197.1 


+ 8.50 


236.2 


24 1 .5 


+ 5.30 


263.4 


269.5 


+ 6.10 


Post high school 


224.7 


224.3 


-.40 


269.7 


268.4 


--I.30 


300.9 


300.0 


-.90 


Achievement gap* 


20.40 


14.30 


--6.I0 


19.20 


12.30 


-6.90 


19.50 


ILIO 


-8.40 


High school graduates and non*graduates 





















* Data for 1974— not available for 1971. 

Source: National As.sessmcnt of educational Progress, Tlu Rcmiin^ Ripuri Oud. Profin.\s Tuwurd E.utlkiut ut mtr SJiuuL, Tumh m RvoJmg 
oxer Four SiUtonol Asmsttiitm, 197! 1984, Xuiuftutl AsMAmitu iff Kiituainmtil Prtf^nsA, Rc-pun Nu. I5R-UI iPnnceiun, I9ii5). Cunstruulcd 
from tables appearing on pp. 65-7 1 . 
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example, ilie Congressional Office of Teclinolog> Assessment con- 
cluded lliai computer-assisted instniction can dramaticall) ,:nd cost- 
effectively raise the scores of most students, if for no other reason 
than that it is an effective means of doubling the number of exercises 
that a student can complete in the average school year/'' For similar 
reasons, and as an antidote to ability grouping and tracking in ele- 
mentar>' and secondary schools, John Goodlad has called for an em- 
phasis on mastery learning — whereby lessons are broken into very 
small units of instruction and students are not allowed to move onto 
the next lesson until they have demonstrated subject mastery/^* 

The Summer Training and Education Project (STEP) 
Early results from this program serving fourteen- to fifteen year-old 
economically disadvantaged youths also show that disadvantaged chil- 
dren can learn. STEP is a five-site pilot demonstration project de.^igned 
to overcome the problem of summer learning loss. Operated jointly 
by school officials and employment and training staff, using funds 
from the federally funded summer jobs program, STEP prov'des four- 
teen- and fifteen-year-olds who arc behind in school with a half-day 
of work experience (more than eighty hours over the summer) and a 
half-day of intensive remedial education (ninety hours), as well as 
eighteen hours of 'Mife-planning instruction.'"'* 

Cooperating schools geuc rally provide academic credit for gains 
marie during the summer, and during the school year they provide 
follow-up activities to help young people sustain these gains. To main- 
tain student interest, instruction iiad to be different from what was 
offered during the regular school year. The remediation is individual- 
ized ?nd computer-assisted where possible, and the life-planning in- 
struction makes connections between the cost of raising a familj, the 
job needed to support it, the education necessary to obtain such a job, 
and the effect of an early pregnancy on life goals. 

Although STEP is not easy to implement effectively, the results 
from its first two summers are very encouraging. At the end of the 
1986 cohort's first summer, youth in the control group '•^'J^'^ partici- 
pated in work experience only) lost between three-quar* - i.M 
grade equivalent of the gains they made in reading during the schooi 
year, and they lost about one-half of a grade equivalent in mathe- 
matics/^^ STEP participants, on the other hand, lost less in reading 
(only ,3 of a grade equivalent) and actually gained a little (.2 of a 
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grade equivalent) in mathematics. The net difference in performance 
between the experimental and control groups was .6 of a grade equiv- 
alent in reading and .8 of a grade equivalent in math. Black and 
Hispanic youth have done especially well. It is also encouraging that 
STEP participants demonstrated increased knowledge about contra- 
ceptive practices and reported less sexual activity than controls. Among 
those who were sexually active (more than half the sample at the 
project's start), STEP participants were 53 percent more likely than 
controls to report that they practiced contraception. 

Although it is still too early to know whether these gains will be 
sustained, it is worth considering their implications. If improvements 
in academic achievement do in fact hold the key to young people's 
perceptions of their future life options, then the differences STEP has 
begun to make may be sufficient to affect the long-temi school dropout, 
teenage parenting, and youth unemployment rates of participants. 
Moreover, findings of rhe STEP project suggest that if wc could in- 
tervene in two or three of the eleven summers spaced throughout a 
student's elementary and secondary career, we should be able to obtain 
at least a grade level of improvement, simply by reducing the amount 
of time teachers have to spend each yea- reteaching what students 
forgot during the summers. Furthermore, funding for such a program 
could be drawn from the existing federal summer jobs program, a $700 
million per year program that employs 650,000 disadvantaged youth 
each summer, nearly all of whom are behind in school, and about one- 
third of whom can be expected to become teenage parents. 

The Military's Project 100,000 

During the Vietnam War, the military recruited 311,000 "low stand- 
ards" men, ages eighteen to twenty, for its "Project 100,000." These 
were men whose test scores did not meet military entrance require- 
ments. About half of them were given short-term remedial education, 
GED High School Equivalency instruction, or other off-duty oppor- 
tunities for learning. In several special programs, students gained an 
average of 1 to 1.5 grades in tested reading ability, depending on the 
program and the number of instructional hours. As of 1984, more 
than ten years later, 8,000 of these recruits were still m the military. 
Although none had scored above the 20th percentile on the AFQT 
when they were recruited, by 1984 almost all had impjoved their test 
scores. Most had completed more years of school and had obtained a 
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high school diploma or its equivalent. Ncarl> one-third eventually 
obtained scores above the 30th percentile on the AFQT. Furthermore. 
Project 100,000 recruits who did not re-enlist were found to have 
slightly better civilian jobs, earning higher hourly wage rates than a 
comparison group who never enlisted in the armed services. Although 
it would be ius^orrect to attribute all of these gains to the educational 
activities begun in Project 100,000, since not all of the recruits par- 
ticipated, it seems plausible that the coupling of basic skills instmction 
with military training and duties was responsible for a portion of the 
recruits' educational improvement.*^-* 

T!t? Job Corps 

This federally funded, residential education and training program has 
produced educational gains of 1.0 to 1 .5 grade equivalents in 100 hours 
of instruction for its participants, made up predominantly of econom- 
ically disadvantaged dropouts. These educational gains are partly re- 
sponsible for the success of the one-third of all Job Corps enrollees 
who complete a twelve- to eighteen-month program of training. Careful 
evaluation studies have found that, on average. Job Corps members 
earn S655 more annually than a comparison group of nonparticipants.*'^ 
The Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation h currently eval- 
uating a fifteen-site test of a similarly structured but nonresidential 
program called JOBSTART. which combines remedial education and 
occupational skills training for disadvantaged young people seventeen 
to tweniy-one years of age with below eighth-grade reading skills. 
Preliminary data indicate that participants are obtaining GED diplomas 
at a significantiy higher rate than nonparticipants. 

The Comprehensive Competencies Program (CCP) 
This remedial education system is now being used in 250 learning 
centers by a range of community-based organizations, private industry 
councils, secondary schools, and postsecondary institutions and or- 
ganizations. It serves 30,000 youths and adults annually /'^^ Its results 
indicate that disadvantaged students with multiple problems can learn. 
Most institutions use CCP in combination with other education, train- 
ing, and work experience. 

CCP is a system for organizing and delivering remedial education 
services based on approaches that have been proven effective for dis- 
advantaged individuals. To ensure both quality of services and impact. 
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it combines techniques learned from research in education and the 
social sciences w ith the techniques of franchising (replicating and man- 
aging multiple sites) that are used in the business world. For example, 
CCP uses computers to automate management, reporting, and test 
grading, and il maximizes the amount of time students spend on tasks 
by utilizing individualized, self-paced instructional materials that are 
goal oriented. It is also unique in its integration of all the modes of 
leaching, including workbooks, computer-based instruction, and au- 
dio-visual materials. For each lesson objective, there is a section in a 
workbook selected from the best current materials, a computer lesson, 
an audio-visual component, and supplementary reading materials. CCP 
enrollees have shown that those who have failed in other settings can 
achieve learning gains. They include many single parents, welfare 
recipients, dropouts, delinquents, and members of minority groups, 
and they gain an average of 1 .0 grade in reading and 1 .4 grades in 
mathematics in twenty-eight hours of total instruction time.*^*^ It effec- 
tively balances caring with efficiency by using a podagogic structure 
that maximizes the amount of time that teachers caii spend with in- 
dividual students. 

Jobs for Americans Graduates (JAG) 

This formal school-to-work transition program is currenti) operating 
in thirteen states, where it is serving more than 9,000 >ouths annually 
in more than thirty communities and 275 high schools. The program 
primarily targets general education high school seniors who do not 
anticipate enrolling full-time in postsecondary education or training, 
whose academic performance has been average or below average, and 
whose in-school employment experience is limited. To build a link 
between education and jobs, each local JAG program provides career 
counseling, knowledge about the world of work, direct job-placement 
assistance, and nine months of follow-up services after graduation. 
JAG also requires that students attain a minimum level of emplo>ment 
competencies, and job specialists often coordinate special academic 
help for students with low basic skills. Some schools award academic 
credit for the ''world-of-work'' classes, and most classes are offered 
as an integral part of the school day and school year. JAG students 
are encouraged to join a motivational student ''Career Association,'' 
which builds leadership skills and provides further learning in a series 
of competitive activities that test student knowledge in real-world em- 
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ployment situations. These competitions are judged by local employers 
and professionals in the employment and training field. 

JAG does make a difference. During the first nine months after 
high school graduation, its participants were more likely to be em- 
ployed than comparable nonparticipants, and on average, participants 
have earned S800 to SI ,200 more in the first year following graduation 
than they would have if they had not participated in JAG.*^^ 

Given the necessary resources, most of the model programs dis- 
cussed here— high quality preschool education, the exemplary com- 
ponents of the Military's Project 100,000, the Job Corps, the 
Comprehensive Competencies Program, and Jobs for America's Grad- 
uates—can be widely replicated and implemented. Evaluations indicate 
that they are effective programs and can form the basis for good systems 
in their own right. They can also strengthen the laiger education and 
job-training systems of which they are a part. Effective replication of 
particularly exemplary models, for example, the Perry Preschool pro- 
gram within all Head Start centers, could be an important first step in 
the systematic improvement of the quality and impact of all educaMon 
and training programs. Unlike most model prog' ^ms, many of tncse 
have demonstrated a capacity to maintain high quality beyond the 
demonstration phase. Teachers and students report that they feel em- 
powered, respected, and cared for. 

Systems, Standards, and Management 

Although more experimentation is warranted, there is less of a problem 
of what to do than of how to do it on a large enough scale and on a 
sequential ba^-is, so that one intervention serves as a stepping stone to 
the next intervention. This means moving beyond building good pro- 
grams to establishing entire systems that are H^signed to raise the 
average by helping those at the bottom and eliininatmg the worst service 
deliverers. Unfortunately, we have failed to build effective systems in 
the past, tending, instead, to view the educational problems of the 
disadvantaged as problems that could simply be solved by passing new 
legislation and authorizing new appropriations. Implementation, how- 
ever, is 90 percent cf the game. 

The key to building effective systems is in establishing common 
goals and standards. In High School: A Report on Secondaty Education 
in America. Ernest Boyer, writing for the Carnegie Council for the 
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Advancement of Teaching, argues that "until there is consensus on 
student performance among educators and parents, individual schools 
will find it extremely difficult to improve the quality of instruction/'*^*^ 
John Goodlad in A Place Called School expresses similar concerns 
about the degree of variability from school to school in curricular 
content and perfoimance David Cohen notes in The Shopping Mall 
High School that practice and expectations about what should be tauj^ht, 
about grading, and about homework vary dramatically from school 
district to school district and even from student to student.'^' Most 
reviewers propose increased accountability or at least a common frame- 
work within which school boards, schools, and teachers can exercise 
appropriate autonomy and innovation while achieving predetermined 
common goals. 

In short, there is a crisis in focus, purpose, and direction that is 
exacerbated by the tendency to confuse standards with an inflexible 
national curriculum and by the unfounded fear that standards are the 
first step in federal intervention in local schooling. The most recent 
wave of education reforms implicitly acknowledges that standards are 
a prerequisite for improving children's academic performance. Gov- 
ernors are now proposing educational sta .ards and are planning to 
take over bankrupt schools. Chief state school officers have voted to 
support standardized testing that will allow comparative school as- 
sessment. Colleges have begun uniform assessments of graduates' m;»s- 
tery of the material taught, and state Job Training Coordinating 
Councils are setting competency standards for the nation's job-training 
system. When irkcn together, these measures could begin to build 
effective systems. 

Standardized tests should be administered regionally, if not na- 
tionally, because labor markets do not respect the boundarie^ of local 
school boards. Disadvantaged youth frequently are forced to confront 
this fact when it is too late. Without comparable standards, diplomas 
for inner-city high school graduates often have only marginal meaning. 
With better information about the actual capacity of potential new 
hires, employers could more effectively reward the best students with 
bettci jobs and higher pay. Such practices would probably stimulate 
students to take more interest in their school performance. Because 
employers do not currently have access to school records, students 
cannot see much of a relationship between school performance and 
working. ^^^^ 
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Establishing standards for performance would be futile unless the 
appropriate officials have the courage to close those schools or em- 
ployment and training programs that fall in the bottom 10 percent of 
the distribution for three years in a row. In our worst urban schools, 
for example, the culture of absenteeism, drug abuse, violence, and 
disruption may be so pernicious that the only option is to close the 
school, disperse the students, remove the principal, and then reopen 
it a year or two later with extra professional staff and only the tenth 
grade. Each year, a new grade could be added. In that way, a new 
school culture could be built, one that valued and supported learning, 
discipline, homework, and high expectations for student performance. 
New York City has such a policy but it has not implemented it con- 
sistently or with adequate forethought and planning. 

Advanced Placement (AP) 

The focus that comes from knowing what students need to learn and 
then testing them on those subjects can have a powerful effect. A 
handful of inner-city high schools have developed Advanced Placement 
(AP) programs that challenge students previously thought to be inca- 
pable of handling intellectually demanding courses. Originally the 
province of elite private an J public schools, the AP program is a set 
of three-hour tests for high school students who have completed special 
courses to earn college credits in various fields. With those credits, 
they can skip introductory courses and move directly into more ad- 
vanced courses in college. The results appear remarkable, both for the 
students enrolled in the AP program and for the overall student body. 
The James A. Garfield High School in East Los Angeles, with a 
predominantly disadvantaged, minority stuoent body, was able to pre- 
pare 93 students for the AP tests in calculus last May. With 84 percent 
of these students obtaining a passing grade, Garfield High School was 
responsible for more than 17 percent of all Mexican Americans na- 
tionwide who took the AP test, 24 percent of all Mexican Americans 
who passed the AP exam, and 32 percent of those who passed the BC 
exam, a more difficult version of the test. Garfield prepared more 
students for the AP calculus exam than all but six other public high 
schools in the nation, all of which select their students on a competitive 
basii;. The AP program affects only about 15 percent of Garfield's 
students directly, but in the last few years, reading and mathematics 
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scores have gradually begun to improve for all the students in the 
school. '^'^ 

Standards for Teachers 

The 1986 Carnegie Report, A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 2 Is! 
Century, recommended standards for teachers that would be developed 
by a National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. Using a vari- 
ety of measures, including peer observations, these assessment stand- 
ards would: 

. . . enable the Board to judge the quality of candidates' general education, 
their mastery of the subjects they teach, their knowledge of good teaching 
practices in general and their mastery of techniques required to teach 
specific subjects.*^ 

As Albert Shanker, president of the American Federation of Teachers 
and a member of the Carnegie Commission, noted, *'the current sit- 
uation is a mess; each of the fifty states has its own licensing standards, 
and individual school districts often ignore . ^n th^se low stand- 
ards. "^^^"^ By establishing a uniformly high standard, the national cer- 
tification system proposed by the Carnegie Commission would enable 
the public to identify teachers who meet specified standards, offer 
school boards a recognizable standard for improving and rewarding 
competent teachers, and provide a common measure for assessing the 
quality of teacher-training programs. Shanker believes that schools 
with few board-certified teachers are likely to see enrollments decline 
as people look elsewhere, and that teachers' colleges whose graduates 
fail to meet board standards will be forced to improve or to go out of 
business. 

Society should reward teachers and principals who succeed. Lester 
Thurow has proposed that the federal government or the st.Ucs establish 
a bonus pool of SIO billion to reward those teachers whose students 
surpass national nomis for like students. ^^^^ Local school boards could 
choose to ignore the national standards, but by doing so they would 
also have no claim to the bonuses. The prospect of better pay and 
recognition seems likely to attract many of our best students back into 
the leaching profession. 

Employment and Training Programs 

Schools generally operate within a common framework. At the state 
and district level, there is some general agreement about what subjects 



ERJC 6i 



Gordon Berlin and Andrew Sum 



53 



will be covered, in what order, and what materials will be used. By 
comparison, local employment and training programs are less likel> 
to have common systems in place. Yet as Robert Taggart, an em- 
ployment and training expert, convincingly demonstrates, the em- 
ployment and training programs that have been most effective— CCP. 
Supported Work, Ventures in Community Improvement, and Jobs for 
America's Graduates— all have one thing in common. Those that op- 
erate in multiple sites have a central body that establishes standards, 
maintains quality control, trains and certifies local staff, and selects 
common materials and tests. '^^"^ 

Dozens, e\ en hundreds, of sites operating the same model can help 
each other. When one program either is not performing well or has 
been having problems in a particular area, staff can contact or visit 
other sites where an experienced per^^on can provide rele /ant help. The 
technical assistance of peers is much more valuable than generalized 
help from a Washington-based provider of technical ass tance and 
training. The fact is that most teachers, trainers, and counselors operate 
in isolation and have little opportunity for professional enrichment and 
no time to stay abreast of the latest equipment, techniques, or materials. 
When second-chance education and training programs belong to a na- 
tional or state-based network, the central body can perform that func- 
tion for them and provide additional professional opportunities. The 
Comprehensive Competencies Program (CCP) has done this for re- 
medial education. Ventures in Community Improvement (VICI) has 
done it for construction-trades training. Jobs for America's Graduates 
(JAG) has done it for school-to-work transition, and the Bay State 
Skills Corporation has begun to oo it in various vocational fields. 

For twenty years now, policy makers have debated whether local 
or federal officials know best, whether centralization or decentraliza- 
tion of planning and administration works best. As a result, the pen- 
dulum has continually swung from one extreme to the other. But this 
is a false choice. Neither local people nor federal people know best. 
One approach leads to re-inventing the wheel and the other fre- 
quentl> stifles creativity. The franchi,se programming models described 
above represent the optimal mix of centralized accountability, net- 
working, and quality control. Franchises also encourage local flexi- 
bility, leadership, and creativity . The average results obtained by these 
franchised programs always exceed the average obtained by many 
independent, unconnected local programs. Because these problems 
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involve large numbers, \vc must use multiple-site management ap- 
proaches to raise programs' average quality. It is as important to keep 
the poor performers from falling through the floor as it is to ensure 
^nat the stars can rise to the top. 

Accountability 

By settmg common standards and measures for assessing student and 
teacher perfomiance in schools, teacher-training institutions, and job- 
training programs, we can take the first step toward holding these 
establishments accountable. The fear, of course, is that standards will 
be misused, that teachers will teach to the test, and that learning will 
become even more routinized than it is now. These are certainly le- 
gitimate concerns, and early experience from the educational excel- 
lence movement and the Job Training Partnership Act confirm the 
existence of some of these dangers (see below). 

A more flexible system of accountability would demand that equal 
emphasis be placed on achievement and student retention. The key is 
to hold teachers responsible for the final product without prescribing 
an inflexible process that they must follow to that end. Both stand- 
ardized tests and school or program retention rates can be blunt in- 
struments. When I'sed intelligently, however, they can also be valuable 
management tools for assessing progress either from year to year or 
against the norm for students from similar income and educational 
backgrounds. 

The Current State of Affairs 

.\s the baby boom of the 1970s gives way to the baby bust labor 
shortages of the late 1980s and early 1990s, employers, the military, 
and colleges have begun i .oving further down the queue of available 
young people. The group that remains to be served by the edi cational 
and employment training systems is more economically and educa- 
tionally disadvantaged than either system traditionally has had to work 
wi^h. At this time, the employment and training system should be 
increasing remediation services, broadening their outreach networks, 
and focusing on retaining young people in long?r-term programs. Un- 
fortunately, the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA), which replaced 
the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), has re- 
duced funding for administration and support services. In addition, its 
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cost-per-placement performance siandards encourage sites io serve ihc 
less disadvantaged and lo emphasize imniediale job placement. The 
result is a mismatch between available progiam slots and youth's needs. 
Even though the law requires that 40 percent of all JTPA funds be 
spent on youth, the system has until recently consistently underspent 
these funds. Programs often serve the least disadvantaged in the eligible 
population, generally providing short-term training, placement, and 
counseling services, rather than making long-term investments m the 
most disadvantaged. 

Spawned by the baleful diagnoses of more than two dozen reports 
on schools, the excellence movement produced a similar set of results. 
State boards of education and local school boards moved to raise stand- 
ards and to strengthen core cumculums in a simplistic and absolute 
way. Unlike Garfield High School, where higher standards were com- 
bined with special help and more direction, few school systems es- 
tablished standards that took into account the relative starting points 
of existing students and schools. Most relied solely on standardized 
academic achievement tests, ignoring other relevant yardsticks like 
dropout rates, attendance, and college acceptance. For example, a 
thirty-two-state survey of state responses to the push for excellence 
found only four projects focused on economically disadvantaged youth 
and six on underachieving youth. The rest had initiated programs 
to help advanced students meet the new standards. The results were 
predictable. Dropout rates tended to increase as disadvantaged students 
found themselves falling even further behind. 

Seeking Balance 

There is inherent conflict the dual notions of excellence and equality. 
Ability grouping was devised to let the fast learners surge ahead while 
the slow learners could work more deliberately. In practice, the inev- 
itable result has been lower expectations for the slow learners, which 
in turn becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Concem for those who are 
behind necessitates a focus on the developmental as oppoj^ed to just 
the academic needs of youth. But developmental needs call for more 
counseling, more peer support, and more discussion about issues that 
are relevant to young people: peer pressure, sexual behavior, drugs, 
and lack of contact with the adult world. Yet more time devoted to 
these issues means less time for academic instruction. 
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The challenge is lo balance these (wo sels of competing needs, not 
to choose one or the other. In fact, they are interrelated. Self-esteem 
and commitment V chool are at least partly a product of achievement. 
Young people with higher basic skills have higher self-esteem than 
those with low skills. Logic suggests that if we can help young people 
catch up to their peers academically, they will evidence a stronger 
commitment to school. Young people themselves acknowledge the 
central importance of education for their younger siblings, suggesting 
that they see its value for themselves as well, and young single parents 
cite high school graduation and a good education as critical goals for 
their children."^ When dropouts enroll in second-chance programs to 
obtain an equivalency degree or learn an occupational skill, they often 
report that the staff in their previous schools did not care as much 
about them or help them as often as the teachers and counselors in 
second-chance programs.'*^ 

The economic, demographic, and cultural changes that have oc- 
curred over the past few decades have increased the importance of 
caring and committed staffs. Since the start of the postwar period, the 
primary adult labor market has had less and less use for yoimg people 
under the age of twenty and for less educated adults.**- At the same 
time, work in the youth-oriented labor market is fragmented, often 
low-skilled, and often age-segregated. Thus it has become more dif- 
ficult for young people to see what adults do in the workplace. Adult 
role models for disadvantaged >oung people have been further limited 
by the growing prevalence of single-parent fan.ilies among the poor 
and the movement of a growing number of middle-class minority fam- 
ilies from the inner cities to the suburbs. Taken together, these de- 
velopments and others such as the growth of two-worker families 
have added to the demands placed on schools as surrogate parents, 
demands they have been hard pressed to meet during the back>to-basics 
movement. 

It does not follow, however, that our schools have deteriorated in 
some absolute sense in recent years. Dropout rates have not increased 
appreciably, rather, they have simply stopped declining and remain well 
above average for minority and economically disadvantaged youth. "'^ 
Similarly, the decline in test scores among nine-, thirteen- and sev- 
enteen-year-olds that occurred in the 1960s and early 1970s has now 
reversed itself, although test scores appear to be leveling off for 
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younger youlh. What has changed, however, i.s the demands that tech- 
nology and the economy have placed on the schools. The.se demands 
have increased at a rale that schools alone have been unable to meet. 

To fill the needs of today's young people, a range of community 
insMtulions, from the Urban League to Scouts, from Boys and Girls 
Clubs to employment and training programs, must be recognized and 
supported. These provide valuable opportunities for out-of-school and 
out-of-family learning. Also valuable are organized team sports, co- 
operative education programs that blend youth into adult work settings, 
expanded apprenticeship opportunities, summer jobs in .structured work 
settings, and community service and conservation corps programs. 
They provide opportunities for teens to interact with adults and to 
observe the world of work."-* Historically, the employment and train- 
ing system has been a major funder of these opportunities for com- 
munity learning and personal development. This interest should 
continue. 
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An Agenda 



The new demographics of the youth popuhuion add a new urgency 
and a new dimension lo ihe education and training tasks that lie before 
us. Because these are hirge problems, it is essential that we begin now 
to push for immediate changes in both the educational and the job- 
training systems of our nation. Long-term objectives should include 
establishing appropriate standards with bonuses and other incentives 
to reward high-performing schools, teachers, and students, lengthening 
the school year, and creating and implenienling effective training pro- 
grams. To close the domestic and foreign achievement gaps among 
young people, we will have to do the following: 

• Focus our efforts on all children, but give special attention to econoin- 
ically disadvantaged and minority children who are dclicient in both 
basic skills and higher-order thinking skills, 

• Offer a continuum of services foi both parents and children In recog- 
nition of the intcrgcncrational causes of low basic skills. 

• Address the phenomenon of summer learning loss, especially during 
the neglected middle school >ears when students learn the basic aca- 
demic skills they will need for a lifetime of learning and working. 

• De\elop standards that hold local institutions accountable while leaving 
room for local officials to exercise autonomy. 

• Smooth the transition from «chool to work for high school graduates 
who are not college bound. 

• Improve the qaality and availability of the nation's second-chance job- 
training and community college programs. 

To meet these needs we will have to strengthen ties between the 
schools and the second-chance jcb-training and community college 
programs. What are some of the things that local school officials and 
employment/training staff can do? 
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Appoint i« prominent committee to assess both state and c it\ polk ies 
and programs dealing w ith human resourc es and edncation. In (he 
past few years, iiiosl localilics have wiincsscd a prolilcralion of ini- 
tiatives — literacy training, new coniniunitv college programs, special 
training and educaiion projects, dropout- and tcci.agc pregnane)* 
prevention programs, new vocational education programs, etc. Con- 
currently, we have seen the expansion of local preschool systems 
without adequate standards or a clear articulation of their connection 
to elementary school. In the upper grades, we have failed to conneci 
the school, job-training, and community college systems through such 
basic steps as formalizing the options open to sixteen- to eighteen- 
year-olds wiio have achieved some agreed-upon minimum le\el of 
competence, and wish to move on to other education and training 
opportunities. 

The committee should begin by making a simple statement of 
mission, philosophy, and objectives for the human resource system. 
It should assess the quality of education, training, and emplo>ment- 
related activities, stud) the effects and cost*effcctiveness of alternative 
intervention strategies; assess existing management information s)s- 
tems purchasing procedures, tests, and maierials. develop a compre- 
hensive picture of the present health of the comnumit)\s econoni) and 
its future human resource needs; determine the work force's current 
and potential deficiencies; and linally, compare the human resource 
system's capabilities with the area's future needs. Next, the committee 
could initiate a plan to streamline the system, eliminate duplication, 
and encourage integration, joint staff training, and common assessment 
and evaluation systems. 

Boston. Portland. Minneapolis, and a handful of states have begun 
Strategic planning initiatives of this kind.**^ Their success will depend 
upon the ability of the planning group to turn the initiative into a 
management task rather than a political exercise. The central expla- 
nation for the success of the Boston Compact has been its ability to 
unite the business communit) behind the school superintendent and 
the head of the Private Industry Council. This has enabled all to carr) 
out their responsibilities with miniirial political interference. 

Match federal job-trainings dollars at the state and locai levels, A 
first step would be to permit the per student a\erage dail) attendance 
dollars that states allocate to local school districts to follow individual 
siudents who drop out and then enter alternative schools and job- 
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training programs. Oregon and other states already have laws on the 
books that authorize such a funding streah.. Schools and employn?ent 
and training programs might then be expected to compete for the 
attention of dropout youth. Such a system would increase public choice 
and ensure that students could take an active role in securing for them- 
selves a high-quality elcmentar, and secondary education. Eventually, 
new financing arrangements will be needed that unite Basic Educational 
Opportunity Grants for postsecondary training with college scholar- 
ships and loan funds. In such a system, all young people might have 
access to a fixed-dollar individual training account that would be re- 
plenished from a tax on their future earnings. These funds could be 
used by both graduates and dropouts for second-chance program en- 
rollment as well as for postsecondary training and education. 

Make education an integral part of the employment and training 
services mix. At the moment, JTPA Title IIA funds remain underspent, 
and the available evidence indicates that the system is continuing to 
emphasize short-term counseling and placement services instead of 
long-term investments in education aud training. As a result, JTPA is 
still not reaching those most in need. To redress this imbalance, we 
must go where the youth are — to the streets and the schools. Com- 
munity organizations must play a role in any strategy of recruiting 
those most in need. Intensive remedial education efforts are needed, 
either by establishing schools-within-schor \ or education-training cen- 
ters to substitute for schools for dropout yout!. and adults. The Colorado 
and Texas Basic Skills Investment Corporations have begun just such 
initiatives."*^ We need to build a network of supplementary, academy- 
type opportunities similar to the Juku schools of the Japanese, for both 
advantaged and disadvantaged youth. 

Double die size of Job Corps and Head Start over five years. This 
would be one way to address the literacy needs of both disadvantaged 
parents and their children, emphasizing quality and requiring that both 
programs build in ties to the local service community. For example, 
all Head Start directors might be trained in the Perry Preschool ap- 
proach to early childhood care and education and then be encouraged 
to train home-care providers in the same approach so that we can reach 
the 70 percent of all poor children who are not now enrolled in pre- 
school programs. Head Start's parent-education programs should also 
be upgraded. In this way. Head Start centers could serve as the focal 
point for all child care and early education in a community. A similar 
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relationship should be built between the Job Corps and young adult 
education and training programs. The potential of such programs is 
now being tested in Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation's 
JOBSTART program. 

Construct a system of summer education opportunities. These could 
begin with follow-through programs in mathematics and reading during 
the elementary school years; continue with advanced science, math- 
ematics, and literature courses for high-potential but low-achieving 
junior high school youth; combine summer jobs and remediation pro- 
grams, funded with Chapter I and JTPA Title IIB summer job dollars, 
for disadvantaged fourteen- and fittcen-year-olds who have substantial 
skill deficits; and conclude with advanced Upward Bound programs 
for college-bound, disadvantaged high school students. 

The first task would be to redesign the summer jobs program by 
targeting fourteen- to sixteen-year-olds (who do not have the job op- 
portunities that seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds have) and mandating 
that all participants receive intensive remedial education. The second 
task would be to construct a comprehensive system of quality summer 
learning out of the network of thousands of pre-college programs in 
science, mathematics, and engineering that evolved in the 1960s. ''"^ 
Reversing summer learning loss and convertmg the summer into a 
season of learning gains is an important opportunity for educational 
reformers. 

All of these summer programs should include life-planning curri- 
cula and counseling. Schools should reward gains made during the 
summer. Strong summer programs could be a step toward year-round 
schooling and towaiJ closer ties between schools and training 
institutions. 

Establish scliOK^l-to-work transition services as an integral part of 
the high school curriculum for the 30 to 40 percent of young people 
who are not going on to postseconJcry education and/or training. 
These programs should require minimum levels of educational com- 
petency and provide knowledge of job requirements, appropriate job 
behavior, and the labor market. Evidence from the Jobs for America's 
Graduates' school-to-work transition program indicates that partici- 
pants are more likely than nonparticipants to be employed after high 
school graduation. 

C'dld a strong vocational training, retraining, and apprenticeshify 
system. Such a system should offer training opportunities in a broader 
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array of occupations, give employers a central role in the design of its 
programs, and serve all Americans equally. An expanded apprentice- 
ship system could smooth the schooUto-work transition for high school 
seniors who do not enroll in college, bolster their vocational and ac- 
ademic skills, and provide employers with a more highly skilled and 
productive work force in the long run. During the past two decades, 
a smaller proportion of young high school graduates has been able 
to secure full-time jobs in the first year following graduation. This has 
been particularly true among young black high school graduates. Only 
one of every four young black high school graduates under the age of 
twenty and not enrolled in college was able to acquire a full-time job 
in March 1986. 

Efforts to stcengihen ihe nation's training system will require a 
variety of actions. At present, employers are reluctant to invest heavily 
in entry-worker training because they fear that workers will leave after 
the company trains them. Furthermore, the vocational high school, 
community college, and private proprietary training systems are often 
outdated and, as the Federal Trade Commission has stated, many of 
the proprietary schools have only limited success in placing graduates. 
A new system must be forged out of the existing hodgepodge of schools 
and training programs. The German '*dual system" of apprenticeships 
that combine on-the-job and classroom training could serve as the 
model ibr our efforts in this field. 

Consider passing a national technology-investment act designed to 
help nonprofit organizations purchase new equipment, materials, and 
technologies that have proven ejfectixc in improving education and 
training. The Ford Foundation has invested SI. 5 million in a revolving 
loan fund that enabled the Remediation and Training Institute (RTI) 
to purchase in bulk the computers, books, and courseware required in 
CCP learning centers. RTI was able to save 40 to 60 percent and then 
to pass on th's saving, le^s interest and administrative costs, to local 
CCP learning centers. Centers pay for tliC equipment on a lease- 
purchase basis over three years, using funds from contracts awarded 
by local JTPA and other agencies that support the education of dis- 
advantaged students. 

Devote space in public housing projects to programs aimed at 
enhancing the life options of their residents. Each project woi:ld have 
a parent-child center for children under three years of age, a high- 
quality preschool program, an IBM '^Writing to Read'' program for 
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elementary school youth, a suninier follow-through program, a com- 
plete CCP learning center with curricula from beginning readers to 
pre-college, and a program like Supported Work or Ventures in Com- 
munity Improvement to train housing project residents in the main- 
tenance and repair of their buildings. Public housing projects are among 
the most dismal places in America. Implemented on an experimental 
basis in five locations, a combination of programs like this would pro- 
vide an opportunity to learn more about multiple interventions over 
the life cycle. If these effects are additive, they will help to break the 
cycle of transferring deficient skills — and, hence, poverty, depend- 
ency, and underemployment— from generation to generation. 

Finally, we must begin now to chor.ge young people's future ex- 
pectations. By 1995 there will be approximately one-fourth fewer 
eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds than there were in 1979. The im- 
plications for employers, colleges, and the military are extraordinary 
and can already be seen in the multitude of help-wanted signs in many 
U.S. fast-food establishments, particularly in areas with low unem- 
ployment. Today the armed service^ take about one in five of the 
available pool of eligibl*^ males. By 1995 they will need nearly one 
of every three. 

Th^ presidents of a major company and a college, along with a 
high-ranking military officer, should visit the sixth grade graduating 
class of every elementary school in America to help young people 
realize that iiiey will be in demand. We have all heard of the excitement 
generated by the ''I Have a Dream Project," but few of us realize that 
the National Guard provides practically a full college scholarship plus 
a monthly salary to any qualified enlistee who also wants to go to 
college. This is a substantially larger commitment than the "I Have a 
Dream" millionaires have been able to make. 
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Conclusion 



1 his has been a long story. The national economy has undergone a 
difficult period of stagnation in real wages and family income precip- 
itated by the convergence of several factors: the oil price shocks, low 
productivity growth, the baby-boom generation's entry into the work 
force, declines in the growth of real investment expenditures, rampant 
inflation, and back-to-back iccessions. There has also been an accel- 
erated transition to a service economy with its very different occupa- 
tional mix, skills requirements, and wage structure During this same 
period, the United SlaL s lost the dominant position it held after World 
War K. We no longer have the be'^t educated or the most literate work 
force, nor do we have a clear lead in science and technology. 

These cha iges have had a d^^vastating effect on the real earnings 
of young male adult workers, especially those with limited education 
and skills. As their real earnings have declined, their marriage rates 
have plummeted. Out-of-wedlock childbearing has increased a con- 
sequence, exacerbating the prevalence of poverty among children. 
Fortunately, however, the oil price shocks, the baby boom, and the 
severe inflation of the iate 1970s and early 1980s are behind us. Yet 
if we are to get real wages and family incomes growing again in this 
new world order, we will have to increase our productivity, which in 
turn requires that we get control of our national and private debts and 
begin to invest in people, plants, and research. Education and training 
are an important part of that process. 

Our task will be complicated by new demographics. There will be 
fewer young workers and a higner proportion of our work force will 
come from disadvantaged backgrounds. This situation represents a 
window of opportunity while also posing a challenge of immense 
proportion* To ha>e a high-quality work force thaf is competitive 
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internationally, we will have to improve the academic and vocational 
skills of those at the bottom of the ladder. 

The case for basic skills does not end with national economic needs. 
There is extensive evidence that skills deficiencies are significant fac- 
tors in such persistent and costly antisocial behavior as teenage par- 
enting and dropping out of school, both of which contribute to 
dependency and poverty in future generations. Although basic skills 
deficiencies are not the only cause of these problems and remediation 
strategies should not be our only response, no human resource program 
aimed at these problems can ignore the need for basic skills training. 

It is important to stress the fact that none of the initiatives described 
here can make a difference in the basic skills crisis if they are not of 
high quality and tied to a continuum of other educational, training, 
and support services. We must also be careful to develop and use new 
standards that will stimulate the performance of all young people. To 
ensure that those who most need better schooling and second-chance 
employment and training services get their fair share of effective help, 
we must close schools and programs that perform poorly and begin 
new ones. Finally, standards are no substitute for caring, high expec- 
tations, and hard work. 

Although the case for improving basic skills is overwhelming, there 
is a much simpler and probably more reliable test for confirming how 
important they are as an underlying cause and a necessary part of any 
solution to many of our most pressing national problems. That litmus 
test is simple: If your child were falling behind in school, would you 
think it important to get him or her extra academic help in the evening, 
the weekends, and during the summer? If we as a nation want to begin 
improving our rate of real economic growth, restoring growth in real 
wages and real family incomes, and reducing poverty and di^^parities 
in the incomes of various racial and ethnic groups, we should do no 
less for all of our nation's children. 
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ment Policy'/ (Washington, D.C.: Committee on New American Real- 
ities, 1985): Sum, Andrew, Paul Harrington, and William Goedicke, 
* 'One-Fifth of A Nation: Employment Problems of Poor Youth in Amer- 
ica." pp. 1 95-237. 
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58. For a recent review of the size, nature, causes, and consequences of 
the dropout problem, see Hahn, Andrew. Jacqueline Danzberger, and 
Bernard Lefkovvitz, Dropouts in America: Enough is Known for Action 
(Washington, D.C.: Institute for Educational Leadership, Marcn 1987). 

59. Ibfd. 

60. Gueron, Judy, Lessons from a Job Guarantee: The Youth Incentive 
Entitlement Pilot Projects (New York: Manpowe* Demonstration Re- 
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and Fertility (Brunsmck, N.J.: Transaction Books, 1986); Quint, Janet 
C. and James Riccio, The Challenge of Serving Pregnant and Parenting 
Teens (New York: Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, 
April 1985); Congressional Research Service and Congressional Budget 
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The latter report summarizes the evidence pro and con on the effects 
of contraceptive information in preventing pregnancy and encouraging 
sexual activity. They found little evidence to suggest that knowledge 
increases sexual activity and some information to indicate that it reduced 
pregnancies among previously sexually active teens. The Alan Gutt- 
macher Institute found that the majority of teenagers came to family 
planning clinics after they had been sexually active for nine months or 
more, also suggesting that knowledge alone doss not immediately reduce 
or result in additional sexual activity. 

1 Moore book rer»'>rts on a series of hypothetical case examples that 
were read to young people from various ethnic and economic back- 
grounds, who were then asked to predict the outcome. One example 
involved a young woman from a poor family who had poor academic 
performance in school and whose boyfriend was pressuring her to have 
scx. The other e.xample involved similar circumstances except that the 
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girl had good grades in school and a chance to go .0 college. Respondents 
to the first example indicated that teenage pregnancy was a likely and 
not necessarily a bad outcome for the first girl, but they urged the second 
girl to say no, or use contraception, because she was vie ■ ed as having 
a future. 

The MDRC study of Project Redirection (Quint and Ricciv ) was a quasi- 
experimental study of a counseling and service program intended to 
enhance the educational, job-related, parenting, and life-management 
skills of pregnant and parenting youths aged seventeen and under. The 
program at the same time encouraged these young people to delay further 
childbearing. While parenting teens v/ere participating in the program, 
they stayed in school longer and had fewer additional children than a 
comparison group of nonparticipants. But two years later, no significant 
differences existed in the pregnancy rates of the experimenlal and com- 
parison groups. MDRC is convinced that the treatment was not ade- 
quately focused on education and employment, and it is now testing a 
more comprehensive direct service model for women of eighteen to 
twenty-two. It is called **New Chance." 

62. All of the mean test scores of blacks and Hispanics with household 
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bottom 20 percent of the test distribution and in many cases fell into 
the bottom 10 percent of the distribution. See Venezky, Richard, Carl 
Kaestle, and Andrew Sum, The Subtle Danger: Reflections on the Lit- 
eracy Abilities of Americans Young Adults (Princeton, N. J.: Educational 
Testing Service, January 1987). 
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test scores in the bottom fifth of the basic skills distribution for their 
racial groups were substantia'^/ more likely than their more highly 
skilled counterparts to have served time in a youth or adult correctional 
institution. Those males in the bottom fifth of both the black and white 
test score distributions were three times more likely than those in the 
middle fifth to have been sentenced to a correctional institution and 
fifteen times more likely to have been sentenced than those in the upper 
fifth of the skills distribution. 

See Sum, Andrew and Neeta Parekh, "Criminal Charges, Arrests, Con- 
victions, and Sentencing to Correctional Institutions Among Males (18- 
23) in the U.f>.: 1980,'' working paper prepared for the Ford Foundation 
(New York: Center for Labor Market Studies, Northeastern University, 
1986). 

For a comprehensive review of research on IQ test scores and the 
criminal behavior of aduU<5, see Herrnstein, Richard J., **Some Crim- 
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inogenic Traits of Offenders," in Crime and Public Policy, ed. James 
Q. Wilson (San Francisco: Institute for Contemporary Studies, 1983), 
pp. 31-52; Wilson, James Q. and Richard J. Hermstein, Crime and 
Human Nature, The Definitive Sttaly of the Causes of Crime (New York: 
Simon and Sciiuster, 1985). 

For a review of reasons cited by dropouts themselves for leaving school 
prior to graduation, see Hahn, Andrew and Jacqueline Danzberger, with 
Bernard Lefkowitz, op. cit., 1987; Rock, Donald A., et al.. Chapter 
8, "The Dropouts versus School Stayers," Study of Excellence in High 
School Education. The two most frequently cited reasons for dropping 
out in the latter study were **poor grades" (33 percent) and **did not 
like school" (33 percent). 

See Moore, Kristen and Charles Betsey, Choice and Circumstance: 
Racial Differences in A.dolescent Sexuality and Fertility; Kirsch, Irwin 
S. and Ann Jungeblut, Literacy: Profiles rf America's Young Adidts, 
(Princeton, N. J.: Educational Testing Service, 1986), pp. C-26, C-30. 
As Horace Mann, the first secretary of the Massachusetts Board of 
Education, wrote in the board's Twelfth Annual Report: ''Education 
beyond all other devices of human origin is the great equalizer of the 
conditions of men cited in Bernard Lefkowitz, Tough Change. 

By way of comparison, in 1979 Jencks et al. concluded in Who Gets 
Ahead that skills matter but . . . the effects of test performance on 
earnings are not very large relative to the overall earnings gap between 
the rich and poor in general. Our findings, therefore, do not characterize 
♦he United Slates as a meritocracy, at least where merit is measured by 
general cognitive skills" (p. 121). 

67. See Figure 5 in text. As described in Appendix C, the regression models 
constructed to explain the effect of skills and schooling on earnings 
were able to explain between 29 and 32 percent of the total vaiianc^ in 
cumulaMve earnings each of the subgroups. The overall degree of 
explanatory power 03 \t models was typically several percentage points 
higher for women than for men. Using step-wise regression techniques 
in which the effects of basic skills are estin.ated in the absence, of all 
other predictors, basic skills alone explained 15 percent of the variance 
or neaily half of the total explained. 

68. See, for example. Chapter 3 of Jencks, et al.. Who Gets Ahead, or 
Irwin Garfinkel and Sarah McLanahan, Single Mothers aitd Their Chil- 
dren, or Gary Solon, et al., "The Effect of Family Background on 
Economic Status: A Longitudinal Analysis of Sibling Correlations" 
(unpublished manuscript University of Michigan, Institute for Social 
Research, 1987). 
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Past studies have found that family background variables explained 
between 10 and 35 percent of the variance in nieii's earnings. Using 
the PSID longitudinal data on siblings, Solon has found much larger 
influences. Coming from the same family explained 45 percent of the 
variance in earnings, 53 percent of the variance in wages, and 70 percent 
of the variance in educational achievement among young men. 

69. See Sticht, Thomas G., Functional Context Education (San Diego: 
Applied Behavioral and Cognitive ^^ience, Inc., March 1987), p. 29; 
Sticht, Thomas G., Investing in the Education of Adults to Improve the 
Educability of Children (Alexandria, Va.: Human Reso rces Research 
Organization, February 1983); Miller, Shelby, Long Term Support for 
Teenage Mothers andTheir Children (Washington, D.C.: Child Welfare 
League of America, 1988, forthcoming); Brody, Jane E., **Child De- 
velopment: Language Takes on New Significance," The Nev* York 
Times, May 5, 1987, p. CI; Snow, Catherine E., **The Development 
of Conversation Between Mothers and BabLs," Journal of Child Lan- 
guage 4, \9n, pp. 1-22; ,Snow, Catherine E., **Mothers' Speech Re- 
search: From Input lo Interaction," in C. Snow and C. Ferguson (eds.), 
Language Input and Acquisition (Cambridge, M? ,s.: Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press, 1977); Snow, Catherine E., *TareRt-Child Interaction and 
the Development of Communicative Ability," in R. Schiefelbusch and 
J. Pickar (eds.). Communication Competence: Acquisition and Inter- 
vention (Baltimore: University Park Press, 1984); Baratz, Joan C, 
**Language in the Economically Disadvantaged Child: A. Perspective," 
ASHA, April 1968, pp. 143-145. 

Baratz discusses the then-prevalent argument that disadvantaged chil- 
dren have a language deficiency or * * verbal destitution. ' ' She emphasizes 
that disadvantaged children have learned a language, but it is not stand- 
ard English. Thus, they don't need remediation; they need to k i a 
new language. The emerging literature on language development by 
Snow and others seems likely to raise this controversy again. 

70. Ibid. 

71 . Bumpass, Larry and Sara S. McLanahan, **The Effect of Family Struc- 
ture on School Enrollment: A Comparison of Seven Racial and Ethnic 
Groups," Institute for Research on Poverty, Madison, Wisconsin, May 
1987: McLanahan, Sara S., *Tamily Structure and Dependency: Early 
Transitions to Female Household Headship," Institute for Research on 
Poverty, Madison, Wisconsin, December 1986. 

Female offspring vho live in single-parent families at some point be- 
tween the ages of twelve and sixteen were more likely to form single- 
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mother households than their counterparts from two-parent households. 
Family economic status accounted for as much as 25 percent of the 
intergenerational effect. But even vvhen Income was controller', daugh- 
ters of singie mothers were more likely to become female household 
heads themselves. 

72. Sum, Andrew and Robert Taggart with Gordon i. . iin. Cutting Through 
(New York: Ford Foundation, forthcoming). 

73. The NAEP young adult literacy assessment also found that the mother's 
educational attainment was positively associated with mean test scores 
of respondents on each of the four literacy scales. Respondents in the 
English-speaking sample whose mothers had completed eleven or fewer 
years of schooling achieved mean test scores that were typically .5 to 
.6 standard deviations below those of respondents whose mothers had 
graduated from high school. Respondents whose mothers completed 
some postse^'ondary schooling obtained mean test scores one full stand- 
ard deviation above those of respondents whose mothers had not grad- 
uated from high school. 

74- See Heyns, Barbara, "Schooling and Cognitive Development: Is There 
a Season for Learning?" Child Development, Vol. 58, No. 5 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987); Heyns. Barbara, Summer Learniu ; 
and the Effects of Schooling (New York: Academic Press, 1978); Heyns, 
Darbara, "Summer Programs and Compensatory Education: The Future 
of an Idea," in Designs for Compensatory Education: Conference Pro- 
ceedings and Papers, eds. B.I. Williams, P. A. Richmond, etal., (Wash- 
mgfon, D.C.: Research and Evaluation Association, In-*., 1987); Sipe, 
Cynthia L-, et al.. Summer Training and Education Program (STEP): 
Report on the 1986 Experience (Philadelphia: Public/Private Ventures, 
April 1987). 

The summer-loss phenomenon has now been documented convincingly 
by Public/Private Ventures in the Summer Training and Education Pro- 
gram (STEP). STEP is a five-site random assignment experiment in- 
volving 3,000 fourteen- to fifteen-year-olds who were enrolled in either 
a modified summer jobs and education program or a summer jobs only 
program. Summer loss could be attributed to students forgetting some 
portion of what they learned during the school year and then falling 
behind as they used up a portion of the next school year's lime to releam 
this material. Or it could be a side effect of the test norming process 
in which parallel but not identical versions of a test are used to assess 
gains and losses. Because the P/PV data include a randomly assigned 
control group, large relative learning losses among controls versus ex- 
perimentals provides powerful confirmation that summer loss is not 
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solely a function of the testing, scoring, and norming process. More 
information on the STEP program results is provided l?ler in this paper. 
75. This appears to be true fok high school youth as well in reading and 
basic mathemalics, but Lss so in vocabulary and science, even when 
differences in course-taking are controlled for. See Rock, Donald A., 
et al., Chapter II, *'School Level Analysis,' Study of Excellence in 
'-^igh School Education. 

76 Furstenberg, Frank F., J. Brooks-Gunn, and S. Philip Morgan, Ado- 
lescent Mothers in Later Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1987). 

77. Ibid., p. 128. 

78. The findings on the estimated effects of schooling and basic skills test 
scores on the annual earnings of young adults are based on the expe- 
riences of young men and women who were eighteen to twenty-two 
years old in 1979, who had completed twelve oi fewer years of schooling 
by the time of the 1981 NLS interview, and who were not enrolled in 
school ai the time of any of the 1979, 1980, and 1981 NLS interviews. 
The limates of the effects of schooling and basic skills on welfare 
dependency, crime, and out-of-wedlock births are based on the behavior 
of all eighteen- to twenty-three-year-olds over the 1979 to 1981 period 
regardless of their educational attainment, with the exception cf those 
still enrolled in hirh school. A more detailed description of the variables 
used in estimating these effects is provided in Appendix A and C and 
in Andrew Sum, et al.. Cutting Through. 

79. The completion of the twelfth grade yields a higher earnings return than 
any of the preceding years of high school. This effect has often been 
referred to as a credential effect. The total earnings impact o/ completing 
the twelfth grade is the sum of the additional year of schooling (S715) 
plus the diploma effect (S927), or SI, 642. 

80. A grade level of basic skills is equal to 4.5 points on the AFQT test, 
or approximately one-fourth of a standard deviation in test <^coreF. for 
the sample of young adults being jnalyzed. 

81. Persons receiving cash payments under AFDC, SSI, or state-local gen- 
eral assistance programs ind those receiving food stamps were classified 
as being dependent on public assistance. 

82. The 1980 NLS interview questionnaire was used to collect data on prior 
criminal activities of respondents, including types of criminal Lehavior, 
arrests, convictions, and sentencing to correctional institutions. The 
arrest variable described in the text represents respondents who reported 
that they had been arrested one or more times for a crime other than a 
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minor traffic offense during the past two years. For further details on 
the crime variables and the probabilities of youth with varying levels 
of educational attainment and academic skills committing :rimes see 
Andrew Sum and Neeta Parekh, ''Criminal Behavior, Arrests, Convic- 
tions, and Sentencing of Young Adults, 19-23 Year^ Old in the U.S., 
by Sex, Race/Ethnic Group, and AFQT,** Center for Labor Market 
Studies, Northeastern University, 1986. 

83. For additional iniormation on these estimates and their derivation, see 
Andrew Surr., a ah. Cutting Through. Note that these estimates^of 
earnings effects are of approximately the same magnitude as those found 
by Jencks, et al. in Who Gets Ahead? More importantly, these estimated 
effects are actually smaller then those found by John R. Berrueta-Clem- 
ent, et al. , Changed Lives: The Effects of the Perry Pre-School Program 
on Youths Through Age 19 (Ypsilanti, Mich.: High Scope Educational 
Research Foundation, 1984). 

84. Berrueta-Clement, et al.. Changed Lives. 

85. See Berrueta-Clement, John R., et ah. Changed Lives; and Zigler, 
Edward and Winnie Berman, ''Discerning the Future of Early Childhood 
Education," American Psychologist, August 1983, pp. 894-906. 

The High Scope longitudinal evaluation of the Perry preschool program 
and related programs testing alternative curriculum approaches are 
among the best preschool evaluations and among the very few that used 
random assignment of experimental and controls and follo^vei both 
groups of three- and four-year-olds through age twenty. Although other 
studies of exemplary preschool programs have generally confirmed the 
findings from the High Scope projects (see Chapter VI of Changed Lives 
for a review of six other longitudinal studies), the latter remain contro- 
versial because the small sample size (120) and the special nature of 
the treatment — high teacher/student ratios and home visits as weU as 
the Ypsilanti location of the project — strike some as ungeneralizcable. 
Part of this controversy lies in the fact that the cognitive benefits of 
preschool programs, i.e., high initial IQ scores, generally d'sappear by 
grade three and age eight. Since this cognitive advantage is not sus- 
tained, most researchers are skeptical about the program*s likely long- 
term effect on earnings and other outcomes. Most of the literature fails 
to note that experime!,*al gains in achievement scores of about three- 
quarters of a grade levei were, in fact, sustained and have grown wider 
over time. Since on average, effort may be more important than native 
ability, and achievement — what you lear'* -is a determinant of future 
life opportunities, these achievement gains are significant. Still the point 
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dozens of separate experiments) of Head S^art evaluation findings con- 
cludes that no educationally meaningful differences can be found on 
any of the Head Stan ^valuation studies' measures by the end of year 
two; see McKey, R.H. et al.. The Impact of Head Start on Children, 
Families and Communities (Waohington, D.C.: U.S. De'^artment of 
Health and Human Services, 1985). Thus, whether high.quality can be 
maintained in large-scale replication remains an open question. With 
support from the Ford Foundation and Carnegie Corporation, High 
Scope has begun a large-scale train-the-trainers replication effort with 
existing pre.school programs, including Head Start educators as well as 
home-care providers. Results should help answer this question. 
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APPENDIX A 



The Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT): 
Basic Skills Measures and Data Sources 

The full report frequently refers to the basic academic skills of America's 
young adults and describes the relationship between basic skills and educa- 
tional attainment, employment, earnings, childbearing, and social behavior. 
This appendix describes several of the specific measures used to represent the 
basic academic skills of young adults and the data sources for these measures. 

The major data base used in the report was <.\enerated by a testmg in 1980 
of a nationally representative sample of approxintately 12,000 American youth 
fifteen to twenty-three years old, including a sample of youth serving in the 
nation's armed forces.' The test used wa<i the Arnic^J Services Vocational 
Aptitude Battery, commonly referred to as the ASVAB.- Scores on a subset 
of the battery tests comprising the ASVAB have been used to represent 
the basic academic skills of the nearly 12,000 teens and young adults who 
participated in the teeing. 

The ASVAB test is considered to be an aptitude test. It is used by the 
Department of Defense to determine eligibility for enlistment in a branch of 
the nation's armed services and to assign recruits to specific jobs and/or 
training programs. Like other aptitude tests, the ASVAB primarily measures 
the academic achievements of young adults at the time of testing, although 
it also purports to test their potential for further academic learning, performing 
various jobs, and successfully completing various types of military training 
programs. 

The ASVAB test consists of ten subtests (see Figure A-i), which cover 
a range of academic competencies (word knowledge, reading, arithmetic 
reasoning numerical operations) and knowledge in selected occupational or 
vocational areas, for example, information about electronics or automotive 
shop. Four of the subtests (word knowledge, paragraph comprehension, arith- 
metic reasoning, and numerical operations) are combined to form what is 
known as the Armed Forces Qualification Test, or the AFQT. The score on 
the AFQT test together with other personal background data and medical 
records is used to determine an individual's eligibility for enlistment. The 
number of test items for these four subtests is 130 and the test time is ap- 
proximately 65 minutes. In determining the over M score on the AFQT test, 
only one-half of the test score on the numerical ope.ations subtest is counted. 
Thus, the maximum score that can be obtained on the AFQT test is 105 (see 
Table A-1). 
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Figure A-1 The (en subtests of the Armed Services 
Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) 
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Table A-1 Sections of the AFQT test and maximum 
points on each section 



Section 



Maximum Points 



Word knowledge 
Paragraph comprehension 
Arithmetic reasoning 
Numerical operations 
Total 



35 
15 
30 
J5 
105 



The national sample used in this report consisted of 12,693 youth (fourteen 
to twenty-one years of age in 1979) who were first interviewed in 1979 as 
part of the new National Longitudinal Survey of Youth Labor Market Ex- 
pc/ience (NLS).^The NLS survey design involved an over-sampling of black, 
non-Hispanic youth; of Hispanic youth; and of non-black, non-Hispanic youth. 
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who were living in poverty households. Thus, sampling weiglits vary for 
different subgroups of the sample. However, the weighted data arc repre- 
sentative of tlie entire non-institutional popuiation of youtli fourteen W uvent>- 
one years old in 1 979 who were living in the United States or serving overseas 
in a branch of the nation's armed forces. The 1980 ASVAB testing was 
carried out by the National Opinion Research Center at more than 400 sites 
throughout the nation and overseas. Tests were completed by 1 1 ,914 members 
of the original sample, representing a completion rate of nearly 94 percent.** 

The NLS involves annual interviews with the original sample of 12,693 
respondents. Detailed data are collected on their demographic and socioec- 
onomic backgrounds, school attendance and educational attainment, labor- 
force behavior, employment and earnings experiences during each year, 
personal and family incomes, marital status, childbearing behavior, and crim- 
inal behavior.^ Data from these comprehensive interviews are made available 
to the public by Ohio State University's Center for Human Resource Research. 
Tapes of the first three rounds of interviews ( 1 979- 1 98 1 ) were used to generate 
many of the empirical findings reported in this paper on school enrollment, 
earnings, childbearing, and welfare dependency. 

This report also contains a series of bar charts representing the distribution 
of young adults in various problem categoric? (dropouts, jobless, welfare 
dependent), according ' j their position in the AFQT test distribution for all 
nineteen- to twt nty-three-year-olds not enrolled in high school at the time of 
the 1981 NLS interview. The weighted distribution of this group of young 
adults by AFQT test score was divided inio tweniy approximately equal parts, 
or venules. Thus, approximately 5 percent of the population of young adults 
is in each ventile. The aFQT test scores for each ventile are presented in 
Table A-2. 



Table A-2 AFQT test scores, by ventile, for all 



1 9-23-y ear-olds in the United States, 1981 



Vtntile 


AFQT Test Scores 


Ventile 


AFQT Test Scores 


Lowest 


0.0-32.5 


!lth 


78.5-80.5 


2nd 


33.0-4 K5 


12th 


81.0-82.5 


3rd 


42.0-49 0 


13ih 


83.0-85.0 


4th 


49.5-54 5 




85.5-87.5 


5th 


55 0-60.0 


!5th 


88.0-90.0 


6th 


60.5-64.5 


16ih 


90.5-92.5 


7ih 


65.0-68.0 


I7ih 


93.0-95.0 


8th 


68.5-71.5 


ISih 


95.5-97.0 


9th 


72.0-75.0 


!9ih 


97.5-100.0 


lOih 


75.5-78.0 


20ih 


100.5 and over 
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t^vtes for Appendix A 

1. For a description of the purposes, design features, and findings of the 
1980 ASVAB testing, see: Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense, 
Profile of American Youth: 1980 Nationwide Administration of the Armed 
Services Vocational Aptitude Battery, Washington, D.C., March 1982; 
Sum, Andrew M., Paul Harrington, and William Goedicke, Basic Skills 
of America's Teens and Young Adults: Findings of the 1980 National 
ASVAB Testing and Their Implications for Education, Employment and 
Training Policies and Programs, report prepared for the Ford Foundation, 
New York, 1986. 

2. For a review of the uses of the ASVAB test score data, see: Binkin, 
Martin, Military Technology and Defense Manpower, The Brookings In- 
stitution (Washington, D.C.: 1986); Sticht, Thomas G., et al., Cast-Off 
Youth: Policy and Training Methods from the Military Experience, Report 
prepared for the Ford Foundation, New York, February 1986; U.S. De- 
partment of Defense, ASVAB: A Brief Guide for Counselors and Educators, 
undated; U.S. Department of Defense, ASVAB Counselor s Manual for 
ASVAB'14, Washington, D.C., 1984. 

3. For a description of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth Labor 
Market Experience and a review of key findings from the first wave of 
interviews, see: Borus, Michael E., cd.. Pathways to the Future: A Report 
on the National Longitudinal Surx^ey of Youth Labor Market Experience, 
Youth Knowledge Development Report 2-7, U.S. Government Printing 
Office, Washington, D.C., i980; Borus, Michael E., ed.. Youth and the 
Labor Market, Analyses of the National Longitudinal Surx'eys, W E, Up- 
john Institute for Employment Research, Kalamazoo, Mich., 1984. 

4. Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense, op. cit., pp. 9-13. 

5. Center for Human Resource Research, NLS Handbook, 1983 (Columbus: 
Ohio State University, 1983). 
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APPENDIX B 



Literacy Proficiencies of Young Adults and 
High School Dropouts in the United States 

Several other national testing efforts have recently made data available on the 
Hteracy proficiencies and test scores of teens and young adults wiih varying 
levels of educational attainment. Among these studies is a 1985 young adult 
national literacy assessment conducted by Educational Testing Service.' This 
appendix summarizes the national literacy testing results and provides infor- 
mation on the types of tasks that young adults with different literacy profi- 
ciencies can perform. Major emphasis is placed on the percentile rankings of 
youth who had failed to graduate from high school at the time of testing. 

The 1985 national literacy assessment conducted by Educational Testing 
Service as part of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
focused on a nationally representative sample of approximately 3,600 young 
adults, ages twenty-one to twenty-five. The test items were constructed to 
represent the types of literacy tasks that adults would encounter in everyday 
activities at home, at work, and in their community. The 105 separate test 
items were clustered to form four literacy scales referred to as Reading Pro- 
ficiency, Prose Literacy, Document Literacy, and Quantitative Literacy.^ The 
scores for each of the four scales were designed to have a mean of 305 and 
a standard deviation of 50. The entire distribution of scores for each of the 
four scales was examined to determine the percentile rankings for the mean 
score of each subgroup of respondents. 

Findings on the percentile rankings of the mean scores of subgroups of 
respondents classified by educational attainment are summarized in Tables 
B-1 and B-2. A review of the findings in Tables B-1 and B-2 reveals quite 

Table B-1 Percentile rankings of mean scores on each of the NAEP liter- 
acy scales, by last grade completed 



Literacy 
Scale 



cars 



9-n 
Years 



High School 
Graduate, Two Years BA or BS 
No College College Degree 



NAEP reading 
Prose 

Document utilization 
Quantitative computation 



12 
14 

10 
13 



14 
22 

20 
22 



46 
42 
42 
42 



74 
72 
74 
71 



80 
82 
83 
82 
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Table B-2 Percentile rankings of mean scores of black and Hispanic re- 
spondents on the NAEP Reading and Literacy Scales, by years of formal 
schooling completed 

Black Hispanic 

Higli Hi^h 4-Year High High 4-Year 
School School College School School College 
NAEP Test Dropouts Graduates Graduates Dropouts Graduates Graduates 



Reading 


10 


23 


61 


20 


36 


68 


Prose 


12 


18 


56 


16 


37 


80 


Document 














uiilizadon 


10 


20 


50 


15 


33 


68 


Quandtaiivc 














computation 


9 


20 


51 


16 


30 


58 



clearly the strong relationship between the literacy proficiencies of young 
adults and the years of schooling they completed. Young adults who termi- 
nated their formal schooling in the primcry grades (one through eight) achieved 
mean test scores on each of the four literacy scales, which placed them at or 
near the 10th percentile. High school dropouts (nine through eleven years of 
schooling) achieved mean test scores within the 14th to 22nd percentile. Black 
high school dropouts tended to hover near the 10th percentile. Hispanic drop- 
outs tended to score at or near the 15th percentile (see Table B-2). 

A more complete understanding of the literacy deficiencies of young adults 
lacking a high school diploma can be obtained by examining their overall 
ability to answer test items correctly and the estimated probabilities of their 
correctly answering particular types of questions. Young adults who com- 
pleted eight or fewer years of school were able to answer correctly only 35 
to 40 percent of the items on the reading, prose, and quantitative literacy 
scales. Young adults with nine to eleven years of schooling were able to 
answer correctly only 45 to 58 percent of the items in the same three literacy 
scales. In comparison, college graduates were able to answer correctly 86 
percent of the reading items, 79 percent of the prose, and 76 percent of the 
quantitative items. 

High school dropouts typically were able to perform well on the simple 
reading and arithmetic questions, such as those involving only one task and 
few or no distractors. For example, the typical high school dropout had nearly 
a 90 percent probability of correctly adding two items (a check and cash) on 
a bank deposit slip. When the literacy tasks involved multiple matching 
features and/or distractors, the probability of completing the task correctly 
fell sharply. For example, the typical high school dropout had vrAy a 20 
percent probability of successfully completing tach of the following four 
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tasks: correctly determining how much of a tip to leave based on 10 percent 
of the price of a lunch, filling in a catalog order with the right individual 
prices and total price, estimating the per-ounce price of a jar of peanut butter, 
and explaining how one would go about estimating the interest charges on a 
loan whose terms are described in a newspapei ad. 

Percentile rankings tended to rise consistently with additional years of 
schooling completed. Young adults who completed twelve years of schooling 
achieved mean test scores that placed them at the 42nd percentile on three of 
the four literacy scales and at the 46th percentile for the remaining scale 
(NAEP reading). Young adults who completed two years of college had 
percentile rankings in the low 70s while college graduates (B.A. or B.S. 
degree) achieved mean test scores in the low 80s. Although blacks and His- 
panics tended to obtain mean test scores below those of whites, regardless of 
educational attainment, the patterns of the relationships between test scores 
and school attainment were quite similar to those for all young adults. The 
percentile rankings of black and Hispanic graduates from four-year colleges 
and universities were typically 30 to 40 percentage points above those of high 
school graduates and 40 to 50 percentage points above those of dropouts. 
Clearly, minorities with the strongest literacy proficiencies are the ones who 
graduate from four-year colleges and universities. 

Notes for Appendix B 

1. For a description of the design of this testing effort, see Kirsch, Irwin S. 
and Ann Jungeblut, Literacy: Profiles of America's Young Adults, Final 
Report (Princeton. N.J.: Educational Testing Service, 1986). 

2. For further details on the construction of these literacy scales, see. Kirsch, 
Irwin S. and Ann Jungeblut, "Chapter 3: Defining and Anchoring the 
Literacy Scales," op. cit. 
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APPENDIX C 



Estimates of the Independent Effects of 
Additional Years of Secondary Schooling and 
Higher Basic Skills Test Scores on the Earnings 
of Young Adults in the United States 

Discussions within the body of this report and the data presented in Table 3 
in the text indicate that young men and women who graduated from high 
school and who had higher levels of basic academic skills tended to obtain 
higher annual earnings. The average annual earnings of those who graduated 
from high school exceeded earnings of high school dropouts by fairly sizeable 
margins; the annual earnings gaps existed even when the two groups possessed 
comparable levels of basic academic skills. For both high school graduates 
and high school dropouts, annual earnings tend to rise fairly uniformly with 
higher levels of tested basic academic skills as measured by scores on the 
AFQT (see Table 3 in the text). 

All of the estimates appearing in Table 3 were based on data generated 
by the first three rounds of interviews with a nationally representative sample 
of young adults selected to participate in the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth Labor Market Experience (NLS).' The annual average earnings 
estimates are unadjusted data; that is, they represent the actual earnings 
experiences of the sample of young men and women. Some portion of the 
estimated earnings differences between high school graduates and high school 
dropouts and between respondents with higher and lower levels of tested basic 
skills is attributable to factors other than formal schooling and better basic 
skills. For example, male high school graduates are more likely than male 
dropouts to be white, to live outside the South, to have parents with higher 
levels of formal schooling, and to have lived with both of their parents when 
they were teenagers. 

To isolate the independent effects of additional years of secondary school- 
ing and higher tested basic academic skills on the earnings of respondents, 
we constructed and estimated the parameters of a series of multiple regression 
models designed to explain variations in the cumulative earnings of our sample 
of respondents over a three-year period, calendar years 1978 to 1980. Such 
models (using nearly identical explanatory variables) were designed to explain 
variations in the earning'i of all men and all women separately and of key 
subgroups of men and women classified by their racial or ethnic groups and 
by their parents* educational attainment. Earnings regressions were estimated 
for fourteen such subgroups of men and women (seven each). 
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As noted, these multivariate regression models were used to generate 
estimates of the independent effects of additional years of secondary schoolmg 
and higher basic skills proficiencies on the earnings of our sample of young 
men and women. The dependent variable in each of these models was the 
cumulative earnings of respondents over the 1978 to 1980 calendar year 
period. Our earnings variable represented the sum of eamin^jS from civilian 



Table C-1 Independent variables appearing in the regres- 
sion models of cumulative earnings 

■ Adjusted age vanable thai lakes into account ihe age of the respondent 
and the number of years of schooling completed. 

■ Race or ethnic group of the respondent. Two dicholomous variables 
representing whether a respondent was black, non-Hispanic, or Hispanic. 

■ Health status of the respondent. Two dicholomous variables representing 
whetlier a respondent had a health problem that limited the type of work 
he or she could perform or that prevented him or her from working. 

■ Criminal conviction status o! the respondent. A continuous vanable 
representing the number of times the respondent had been convicted of a 
crime other than a minor traffic offense by the time of the 1980 interview. 

■ Marital status of respondent. Two dicholomous variables representing 
the marital status of the respondent over the entire 1978-80 period. 

■ Number of children borne or fathered by the respondent. A continuous 
variable representing the annual average number of children that the re- 
spondent had either borne or fathered up to the date of the 1979 to 1 98 1 
interviews. 

■ Educational attainment of the respondent. Three dicholomous vanables 
representing the number of years of schooling completed by the respondent 
at the time of the 1981 NLS interview. 

■ Basic academic skills of the respondent. A continuous variable repre- 
senting the actual AFQT test score of the respondent minus the mean 
AFQT test score for all eighteen- to twenty- three-year- old high school 
graduates and dropouts in the United States. 

a Family background of the respondent. Variables included two dicho- 
lomous variables representing the educational attainment of the respond- 
ent's parents and one variable representing the presence of both parents 
in the home of the respondent at age fourteen. 

■ Region of the residence of respondent. A dicholomous variable reprc- 
senling whether the respondent lived in the South at age fourteen. 

B Local economic conditions in the area in which the respondent resided. 
A continuous variable representing the average unemployment rate in the 
local area in which the respondent resided over the 1978-80 period. 
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wage and salary employment, from self-employment, and from service in the 
armed forces.- This cumulative earnings variable was regressed against a 
series of eighteen variables representing current demographic and socioeco- 
nomic characteristics of respondents, their health status, their criminal arrest 
records, their educational attainment, their AFQT scores, their family back- 
giound, and the labor market conditions in the local areas in which they 
resided during 1978, 1979, and 1980.^ A list and brief description of each 
of these independent variables is presented in Table C-l. 

Findings of the Effects of Schooling and 
Basic Skills on Earnings 

The results of the regression analysis have been analyzed and used to generate 
a comprehensive set of estimates of the independent effects of additional years 
of secondary schooling and higher basic skills on the cumulative earnings of 
respondents. Our findings are summarized in Tables C-2, C-3, and C-4. We 
have generated estimates of the predicted earnings differences between high 
school dropouts with varying levels of schooling and basic academic skills 
and high school graduates. These predicted earnings differences are based on 
the estimated coefficients of the schooling and AFQT score variables for each 
subgroup of respondents. 

For both men and women, we provide six estimates of the predicted size 
of the earnings dif lerences. The first three estimates across each row involve 
comparisons of the predicted earnings differences between high school grad- 
uates and those vvith nine or fewer years of schooling. The second set of 
estimates are based on a comparison of differences between high school 
graduates and those with eleven years of schooling.^ For each of these two 
groups, we also provide estimates of the expected size of the earnings dif- 
ferences assuming no difference in AFQT scores, a twenty-point difference 
in AFQT scores, and a forty-point difference. Twenty points is equivalent to 
a one standard deviation difference in the scores of two groups. Overall, our 
sample of high school graduates achieved a mean AFQT score approximately 
one full standard deviation above that of all high school dropouts. A two 
standard deviation difference in an AFQT test score is equivalent to comparing 
someone in the top 20 percent of the distribution to someone in the bottom 
20 percent. 

The findings in Table C-2 reveal quite clearly that completing high school 
and having solid basic academic skills had substantive independent effects 
on the earnings of young adults in American labor markets in the 1978-80 
period. With all other factors constant, male high school graduates obtained 
mean cumulative earnings over the three-year pcnod that were 513,930 above 
those of their counterparts with nine or fewer years of schooling. This earnings 
difference was equivalent to 56 percent of the mean earnings of our entire 



ERLC 



103 



Gordon Berlin and Andrew Sum 



95 



Table C-2 Estimated three-year cumulative earnings advantages of high 
school graduates with no college versus high school dropouts, by yjars of 
schooling completed, basic skills gaps, and sex 

Earnings Advantages 



Graduates vs. Dropouts Graduates vs. Dropouts 

with 9 or fewer years of school with 1 1 years of school 



Sex 


Same 


20 pts. 


40 pts. 


Same 


20 pts. 


40 pts. 


AFQT 


Higiier 


Higher 


AFQT 


Higher 


Higher 


Males 














Absolute size 


S 13. 930 


517.311 


S20.692 


S2.600 


55.980 


S9,36l 


As percent of 














mean for all males 


56.3 


69.9 


83.6 


10.5 


24.2 


37.8 


Females* 














Absolute size 


S2.297 


$4,937 


S7.577 


S2,297 


S4.937 


$7,577 


As percent of 














mean for all 














females 


18.9 


40.6 


62.2 


18.9 


40.6 


62.2 



Note: Data are for persons 20-23 years of age in 1981. 

• These estimates are derived after controlling for the effects of all other variables lifted in Table 
Ol , including the effect of basic skills. When basic skills are controlled, completing the tenth 
or eleventh grade rather than the ninth grade docs not add significantly to the earnings of 
women. Thus when basic skills are taken into account, no relative earnings difference exists 
between women who have completed the ninth versus the tenth or eleventh grade of school. 
As a result, the earnings differences between female graduates and high school dropouts with 
nine or fewer years of school are the same as those for graduates versus dropouts witli eleven 
or fewer years of school. 

sample of men. When these graduates also had basic skills one standard 
deviation above those of the dropouts, their mean earnings were 517,311 
higher, or 70 percent of the mean earnings level for this sample of men. A 
two-standard deviation in AFQT scores in favor of the male high school 
graduate would have led to a predicted iamings difference of 520,692, or 84 
percent of the mean earnings level. 

The predicted differences between the cumulative earnings of male high 
school graduates and male high school dropouts with eleven years of .schooling 
are sharply lower than those for dropouts with fewer years of schooling; 
however, they still remain fairly large, particularly when accompanied by 
basic skills advantages. For example, holding all other factors constant in- 
cluding AFQT scores, male high school graduates had predicted mean earnings 
that were 52,600 higher than those for male dropouts with eleven years of 
schooling, a difference equal to 10.5 percent of the mean earnings of men. 
When these graduates also had a twenty-point AFQT score advantage, we 
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predict that they would have earned S5,980 more than dropouts with eleven 
years of schooling, an advantage equal to 24 percent of the mean earnings 
level for men. 

Young women who completed high school and possessed above-average 
basic academic skills also had earnings well above those of female high school 
dropouts with limited basic skills. For example, holding all other factors 
including AFQT scores constant, female high school graduates obtained mean 
cumulative earnings that were approximately S2,300 above those of com- 
parable women with eleven years of schooling. The absolute size of the 
eamings advantage rises to S4,937 when the diploma is accompanied hy a 
one-standard deviation basic skills advantage. Even though the absolute sizes 
of these mean predicted eamings differences for female high school graduates 
are below those of male high school graduates, their relative sizes are higher 
than those of men due to the lower mean cumulative eamings of women. 
During the 1978-80 period, the mean cumulative earnings of women were 
approximately only half of those of men (512,200 versus S24,750).^ 

To determine whether the possession of a hi^h school diploma and solid 
basic academic skills would favorably affect the expected eamings of key 
subgroups of males and females, separate regression models were estimated 
for race or ethnic groups and for young adults from different family back- 
grounds as measured by their parents' educational attainment. Key findings 
for men are summarized in Table C-3 and for women in Table C-4. 

The findings on the effects of schooling and skills are consistently positive 
for all subgroups of young inen and women. Particularly promising results 
are those for black men and women and for young adults whose parents had 
not graduated from high school. On average, black men and women tended 
to obtain the highest absolute and relative returns from more years of schooling 
and better basic skills. For example, in comparison to the earnings of their 
counterparts with eleven years of schooling and AFQT lest scores twenty 
points lower, the relative sizes of the predicted cumulative eamings advantages 
for male high school graduates were 42.4, 20.0, and 13.8 percent for black, 
white, and Hispanic males, respectiv ely. The comparable estimates for female 
high school graduates were 77.4, 65.9, and 29.7 percent, respectively, lor 
black, Hispanic, and white females. Minority youth who complete high school 
and possess solid basic academic skills tend to substantially out-eam their 
counterparts with limited skills who fail to complete high school. 

The estimates appearing in the bottom half of Tables C-3 and C-4 also 
indicate that young adult men and women whose parents had limited edu- 
cational attainment (less than high school) frequently tended to benefit the 
most from completing high school and acquiring solid basic academic skills. 
Compared to their counterparts who did not complete high school, young 
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Table C-? Estimated three-year cumulative earnings ad- 
vantages of male high school graduates with no college 
versus male high school dropouts, with eleven years of 
schooling completed, by size of basic skills gaps, race/ 
ethnic group, and parents' education 



Earnings AdvantaRcs 





Same 
Ari^l ocore 


20 points 
Higher 


40 points 
Higher 


White, non-Hispanic 








Absolute size 


S2.I88 


S5,374 


S8.560 


Percent of mean 


8.1 


20.0 


31.9 


Black* non-Hispanic 








Absolute size 


S4,689 


S6.525 


S8.361 


Percent of mean 


30.5 


42.4 


54.3 


Hispanic 








Absolute size 


SI.OOO 


S2.760 


S4.520 


Percent of mean 


5.0 


13.8 


22.6 


Neither parent a hij:h school 








graduate 








Absolute size 


S4.I22 


S6.873 


S9.624 


Percent of mean 


19.3 


32.1 


45.0 


One or both parents a high 








school graduate 








Absolute bizc 


SI.464 


S4.092 


S6.720 


Percent of mean 


5.4 


15,0 


24.7 


One or both parents with 








some poslsecondary 








schooling 








Absolute size 


SO 


S4.638 


S9.662 


Percent of mean 


0.0 


18.8 


39,2 



Note: Data are for pcn>ons 20-23 years of age in 1981. 



high school graduates whose parents had not graduated from high .school had 
the highest relative earnings gains. For example, the relative size of the 
earnings advantages of male high school graduate.s with a twenty-point AFQT 
score advantage were 32. 15. and 19 percent, respectively, for those whose 
parents had not graduated from high school, whcse parents had graduated 
from high school, and whose parents had completed some postsecondary 
schooling.'' For women, the relative sizes of these earnings advantages in 
favor of high school graduates with above-average basic skills were 63.7. 
52.4. and 26.5 percent, respectively. 

Thus, the findings for both young male and female adults reveal that 
completing high school and acquiring strong basic academic skills are effective 
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Table C-4 Estimated thrcc-ycar cumulative earnings 
advantages of female high school graduates with no col- 
lege versus female high school dropouts, by size of basic 
skills gaps, race/ethnic group, and parents' education 



Earnings Advantages 





Same 


poinis 


4U poinis 


V ariabtC 




iii(;ncr 


iiigncr 


White, non-Hispanic 








Absolute size 


SI, 599 


53,911 


S6,223 


Percent of mean 


12.1 


29.7 


47.2 


Black, non-Hispanic 








Absolute size 


S4,432 


$7,101 


S9.770 


Percent of mean 


48.3 


77.4 


106.4 


Hispanic 








Absolute size 


S3,782 


S6,6I7 


59,452 


Percent of mean 


37.7 


65.9 


94.1 


Neither parent a high school 








graduate 








Absolute size 


S3,264 


$6,304 


59,344 


Percent of mean 


33.0 


63.7 


94.4 


One or both parents a high school 








graduate 








Absolute size 


$4,474 


$6,976 


59,478 


Percent of mean 


33.6 


52.4 


71.2 


One or both parents with some 








postsecondary schooling 








Absolute she 


S3,577 


$3,817 


54,057 


Percent of mean 


24.8 


26.5 


28.1 



Note: Data arc for persons 20-23 years of age in 1981. 



htrategies for substantivel> raising the potential eaming.s of >oung adults who 
do not go on to college. Such strategies appear to be particularly effective 
for minorit) >uuth and for >oung adults vvhose parents had limited educational 
attainment. 

Notes for Appendix C 

1. The earnings estimates appearing in Table 3 arc based on weighted ob- 
servations for sample respondents. The sample consists of young men and 
women who were eighteen yeans of age or older at the time of the fir.st 
NLS interview in 1979. who had completed twelve or fewer years of 
school at the time of the 1981 interview, and who were not enrolled in 
school at the time of any of the first three interviews. 
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2. Only those respondents for whom complete annual earnings data were 
available for the years 1978, 1979, and 1980 were included in our regres- 
sion analysis. Such earnings data were available for approximately 90 
percent of our sample of twenty- to twenty-thrce-year-olds v/ith twelve or 
fewer years of schooling. 

3. Each of the regression models typically was able to explain between 29 
and 32 percent of the total variance in cumulative earnings for each of the 
subgroups. The overall degree of explanatory power of the models was 
typically several percentage points higher for women than for men. Using 
step-wise regression techniques in which the effects of basic skills arc 
estimated in the absence of all other predictors* basic skills alone explained 
15 percent of the variance, or nearly half of the total explained. 

4. In nearly all cases, the coefficient on the high school graduation and AFQT 
score variables were statistically significant at the .01 level. In two cases, 
the value of the coefficient on the high school graduation variable was 
significant only at the JO level. 

5. The definition of a high school graduate used in conducting this analysis 
is a person who reported that he or she had completed exactly twelve years 
of schooling by the time of the 1981 NLS interview. Not all personii 
completing twelve years of school possess a high school diploma; however, 
our analysis of the 1979 NLS interview data revealed ijjai approximately 
99 percent of those reporting twelve years of schooling claimed tf, it they 
possessed a high school diploma, a GED degree, or both. 

6. The mean earnings data included those with zero earnings in any given 
year. Earnings differences between men and women were influenced by 
differences in -ncan weeks worked. About one-third of the higher mean 
eaminss of men was attributable to higher mean weeks of employment 
during this thrf;e-year period. 

7. These educational attainment classifications were made on the basis of a 
review ol the educational attainment of both the father and mother of the 
respondent. The first category contains respondents, neither of whose 
parents graduated from high school. The second group Contains respond- 
ents, one or both of whose parents graduated from high school, but did 
not complete any postsecondary schooling. The last group of respondents 
consisted of those who had one or both parents completing some post- 
secondary schooling. 
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